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Providing feedback on student compositions has always been an important part of both 
L1 and L2 writing instruction. However, peer feedback as an assessment activity remains 
somewhat controversial and underexplored. Many of the concerns related to the validity of peer 
assessment can be mitigated by first training students in how to give feedback; however, the way 
training is delivered varies greatly in the literature and even among instructors in the same 
writing program. This lack of standardization limits the quality of peer review training and 
thereby the effectiveness of peer assessment. The current study addresses the issue of 
unstandardized peer review training by pilot-testing a standardized online training program, 
which can ensure consistency of peer feedback across face-to-face and online class sections. 
Employing a 2x2 factorial, mixed-methods design, this study examines the effect of standardized 
online training versus unstandardized classroom training on the quality of peer assessment. Data 
was collected using a pre-review background questionnaire, a peer review worksheet, and a post-
review questionnaire to elicit participants’ (1) prior experience with peer review; (2) comments 
on a sample essay; and (3) perceptions of peer review and training. Participants’ comments on 
the essay were examined according to topics mentioned, specificity, and politeness. Participants’ 
comments and perceptions were first qualitatively coded, then converted to frequencies and 
percentages for comparison. Quantitative results reveal that standardized training increased 
participants’ focus on content-related topics as well as their specificity and politeness. 
Conversely, the classroom training had little effect on any of these features and instead kept 
participants focused primarily on surface-level features such as lexico-grammar and rhetorical 




participating in the peer review activity, demonstrating the value of peer review as an assessment 
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1 
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Peer review in English as a Second and Foreign Language (ESL and EFL) contexts falls 
at the intersection of three areas of research: second language writing, corrective feedback, and 
language assessment. There are a number of controversies among researchers in these areas 
surrounding the usefulness of feedback on writing. These include questions such as whether to 
provide feedback on grammar (e.g., Ferris, 2006; Truscott, 1996); when to provide grammar 
feedback in relation to content feedback (e.g., Ashwell, 2000); how certain types of feedback 
influence student affect (e.g., Gee, 1972); and even whether to provide feedback at all (e.g., 
Holmes & Moulton, 1995). Nevertheless, there is general agreement that students should receive 
some kind of feedback from teachers about their writing and that this feedback is “essential” for 
writing development (e.g., Biber, Nekrasova, & Horn, 2011, p. 1).  
Feedback from peers, however, remains controversial. On this point, the fields of second 
language writing and language assessment are in alignment – students’ lack of content expertise 
is seen as a detriment to the quality of the feedback they receive from one another (e.g., Leki, 
1990) and to the validity of peer feedback (and student-generated feedback in general) as an 
assessment practice (e.g., J. A. Ross, 2006; S. Ross, 1998). In spite of these misgivings, there is a 
large body of research that speaks to the many benefits of peer review for students, including the 
development of critical thinking skills and audience awareness (e.g., Caulk, 1994; Chang, 2016; 
Ferris & Hedgcock, 2005; Rollinson, 2005). As a form of assessment as learning, peer review 
can also have a positive influence on students’ long-term writing development, not just on 
subsequent drafts (though investigations into such long-term effects are not prevalent in the 
field). While some problems with peer review exist (e.g., Leki, 1990; Wachholz, 1997), research 




if students are first trained in how to provide feedback (e.g., Rahimi, 2013; Rothschild & 
Klingenberg, 1990; Stanley, 1992). 
What researchers have not yet acknowledged, however, is the wide variety of approaches 
to peer review training. Each practitioner has provided this training in a different way, but the 
possibility that each approach to peer review training may have a different effect on students’ 
feedback has not been mentioned or investigated. Therefore, this quasi-experimental, exploratory 
study compares the effects of a standardized, online peer review training program to those of 
unstandardized, instructor-dependent, classroom-based peer review training used in an ESL 
writing program at a large United States university. This study also examines students’ reported 





CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 Peer Assessment as Learning 
2.1.1 Definitions 
Assessment as learning (AaL) is a type of formative assessment in which students are 
actively involved in the assessment process. The ultimate goal of AaL is not that students will 
become expert assessors, but that they will learn something—about the subject being taught as 
well as about their own abilities and learning process—through self- and peer assessment. 
Self-assessment refers to the practice of having students reflect on the positive and 
negative characteristics of their own work (Klenowski 1995, cited in J. A. Ross 2006), and 
examine the quality of their work as it relates to the task requirements (Andrade & Valtcheva, 
2009). Though summative self-assessment (in which students only assign grades to their work) 
has also been practiced, the use of self-assessment is primarily formative, with the purpose of 
providing students with direction for revision and goals for future learning. 
Peer assessment is similarly formative, but requires students to examine their classmates’ 
work, rather than their own. Peer assessment, in the contexts of writing pedagogy and 
assessment, has been given many different names in the literature, including peer review, peer 
feedback, peer response, peer revision, peer editing, peer evaluation, peer critiquing, and peer 
rating (Chang, 2016; Keh, 1990; Levine, Oded, Connor, & Asons, 2002). In the ESL writing 
courses that form the context of the present study, it is called by yet another name: peer 
perception. This term reflects the program’s view of peer review as a type of assessment activity 
in which the assessor’s primary role is to be a reader rather than a judge, and to give feedback on 
whether the message being conveyed by the writer matched the message received by the reader 




umbrella term. Peer evaluation will be used to refer to summative peer assessment in which 
students only assign scores to each other’s work, while peer review and peer feedback will be 
used interchangeably to refer to all formative types of peer assessment. Peer editing will be 
reserved for the type of peer feedback that focuses on correcting grammar and spelling as well as 
other proofreading functions rather than meaning-related issues. 
2.1.2 Benefits 
For teachers, the primary benefit of self- and peer assessment is the reduction of teachers’ 
workloads, since they do not have to give feedback on every draft for every student (Rubin, 
2006). For students, there are many more benefits. First, with self- and peer assessment, students 
receive more feedback overall, since reviewers have only one or two pieces of writing to review 
while the teacher would have many (Rollinson, 2005). Peer assessment, specifically, also allows 
students to receive more than one person’s (i.e., the teacher’s) perspective on their writing, 
further increasing the authenticity of classroom writing assignments by providing a more realistic 
audience (Rollinson, 2005). Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006) note that “students who have just 
learned something are often better able than teachers to explain it to their classmates in a 
language and in a way that is accessible” (p. 211). The increased proximity that students have to 
the learning process puts them in an ideal position to offer relevant guidance to other students 
through peer review activities.  
Allowing students to practice assessing is also more authentic. As Boud and Fachikov 
(2006) point out, all of the same skills required to do self- or peer-assessment in the classroom—
identifying task requirements and problems with work, giving and receiving feedback, and 
collaborating with others—are skills needed for the workplace. Other benefits of AaL, such as 




responsibility for one’s own learning (Dochy, Segers, & Sluijsmans, 1999; J. A. Ross, 2006) are 
characteristics of what Boud and Falchikov (2006) call sustainable assessment, a practice that 
helps students to become lifelong, independent learners. Self-regulated learning such as this has 
been found to facilitate not only writing competence, but also language acquisition (Lee, 2016). 
There exist additional benefits of peer assessment for second language (L2) learners 
specifically. Biber et al.'s (2011) meta-analysis of feedback studies found that, while the writing 
of native English speakers improved more as a result of instructor feedback than as a result of 
other sources of feedback (i.e., peer feedback or computer feedback), these other sources actually 
resulted in greater improvements in L2 learners’ writing than did instructor feedback. This is 
likely because peer feedback requires L2 learners to negotiate meaning (Nicol & Macfarlane-
Dick, 2006). According to Long’s (1983) interaction hypothesis, such interaction and negotiation 
is important for comprehension (confirmed by Pica 1991/1994) and, therefore, L2 acquisition as 
well. Varonis and Gass (1985) confirm that more negotiation takes place during interactions 
between two non-native speakers (NNSs) than between mixed or native-speaker-only pairs. 
Since peer feedback provides L2 learners with such an opportunity to engage in NNS-NNS 
negotiation of meaning and thereby facilitates their L2 acquisition, peer feedback can be 
considered even more important in L2 writing classrooms than in L1 settings. 
2.1.3 Challengers 
Despite the many benefits of AaL, the validity of self- and peer assessment has been 
called into question by researchers, teachers, and even students (Kwan & Leung, 1996; Leki, 
1990; Radecki & Swales, 1988). These doubts arise for two main reasons. First, students have 
necessarily limited content expertise, which can result in comments that are inaccurate (e.g., 




Fulcher, 2012; and Inbar-Lourie, 2008 for definitions of this term), which can result in students 
using different criteria to assess their peers than those used by the instructor (e.g., Hounsell, 1997 
as cited in Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006). However, AaL may be an effective way for students 
to acquire both of these things. 
First, the goal of AaL is to help students learn, i.e., gain content expertise. Since students 
are not expected to begin their AaL journeys with content expertise in the first place, students’ 
lack of this expertise should not be conceived as a shortcoming of the practice; instead, it should 
be embraced as an area for instructional focus during peer assessment. Furthermore, there is 
ample evidence to support AaL’s role in facilitating student learning. For example, researchers 
and practitioners of AaL have found that these practices raise students’ awareness of assignment 
criteria and purpose (Matsuno, 2009; J. A. Ross, 2006; J. A. Ross, Rolheiser, & Hogaboam-
Gray, 1999; Rubin, 2006), so that students become aware of the learning outcomes they are 
expected to achieve. AaL also gives students the opportunity to compare assignments (e.g., 
essays, projects) to those assignment criteria and to other assignments of different quality, 
providing them with a more concrete and complete understanding of what an assignment of good 
quality looks like. Such activities also allow students to reflect on their knowledge of writing and 
develop metadiscourse to talk about writing.  
The role that AaL plays in promoting students’ acquisition of content expertise also has 
theoretical support. Second language researchers are, by now, well-aware of social 
constructionism, which states that knowledge is merely a construct that members of a community 
have come to agree upon as a result of interaction (as documented in Bruffee, 1984/1986). 
Therefore, conversation and interaction are necessary for the creation of knowledge and the 




provides one form of this interaction and can therefore be a valuable catalyst for students’ 
acquisition of content expertise.  
The second concern held by critics of AaL—that students lack assessment literacy—is 
valid but must be overcome. It is obvious that students cannot be expected to accurately self- or 
peer-assess the very first time they try (this is why AaL is primarily formative in nature rather 
than summative and score-focused), and research shows this. Many researchers have noted that 
peer reviewers focus too much on grammar and not enough on content (Ferris & Hedgcock, 
2005; Keh, 1990; Leki, 1990; Tsui & Ng, 2000; Wachholz, 1997), appropriate their partners’ 
texts without respecting the authors’ ownership of said texts (Villamil and de Guerrero, 1996), 
and write comments that are unhelpful or vague (Belcher, 1990; Ferris & Hedgcock, 2005; 
Stanley, 1992; Tsui & Ng, 2000), rude, inconsiderate, or overly critical (Ferris & Hedgcock, 
2005; Leki, 1990; Rubin, 2006), and, conversely, not critical enough (Matsuno, 2009; Rubin, 
2006; Stanley, 1992; Wachholz, 1997).  
Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that students are not the only ones who fall 
short of providing quality evaluations and feedback—research has shown that many instructors 
lack assessment literacy as well (e.g., López Mendoza & Bernal Arandia, 2009; Popham, 2009; 
Stiggins, 1999). The answer to these problems is not to prevent students (or teachers) from 
assessing altogether, but rather to provide them with training and opportunities to practice. Such 
training is precisely how raters learn to score essays on standardized tests reliably and accurately 
(Kauper, 2012; McIntyre, 1993), and so the idea of training students in how to provide peer 
feedback on writing is not unreasonable. 
In fact, research has shown that peer review training does indeed improve the quality of 




(McGroarty & Zhu, 1997; Stanley, 1992; Zhu, 1995) and made comments that were friendlier 
(Min, 2005), more specific (McGroarty & Zhu, 1997; Stanley, 1992; Zhu, 1995), and more 
focused on content and meaning-related issues than on grammar (McGroarty & Zhu, 1997; Min, 
2005; Rahimi, 2013; Rothschild & Klingenberg, 1990; Zhu, 1995). In addition, students had 
more positive attitudes towards peer feedback after receiving training (McGroarty & Zhu, 1997; 
Rothschild & Klingenberg, 1990). In general, we can see that peer review training can improve 
feedback quality and address many of the concerns that instructors often have with peer review. 
Given the many benefits of AaL and the promise that training can mitigate many of the 
concerns held by skeptics, it seems worthwhile to pursue peer review in both ESL and EFL 
contexts from an AaL perspective. It should be noted, however, that this assertion is not a 
suggestion that AaL should completely replace traditional instructor assessment. In fact, 
receiving assessment from multiple sources is recommended by assessment researchers (e.g., 
Lam, 2013). Therefore, instructor assessment can be used to ensure an accurate evaluation of 
students’ learning progress while students are still developing their own assessment expertise. 
The question that remains is: How should peer assessment be operationalized in the context of 
second language writing? 
2.2 Operationalizing Peer Assessment as Learning 
2.2.1 How should feedback be formulated? 
The first consideration when deciding how to operationalize peer assessment is how 
reviewers should formulate their comments. While there are many different facets of comment  
formulation, research findings and practices reveal that specificity and politeness are seen as 
important considerations for the crafting of peer feedback. Researchers have defined these 




comments, whether these comments mention the location of what is being commented on, 
whether the reviewer explained the reason for their comment, and whether they provided 
suggestions for improvement. Politeness has been viewed in terms of whether reviewers convey 
a collaborative rather than an authoritative stance, include praise rather than criticism alone, and 
use various strategies or expressions to soften feedback. Table 2.1 provides a few examples of 
researchers who have argued that these features are valuable facets of writing feedback (column 
3) and who have gone on to include these features in peer review training programs or measures 
of peer feedback quality (column 4). 
Table 2.1. Researchers and practitioners sfupporting the use of specificity and politeness 
features in feedback. 
Category Operationalization Researchers1 Practitioners 
Specificity Length Ferris, 1997 Min, 2005 
Location Keh, 1990 Stanley, 1992 
Explanations Tsui & Ng, 2000 













Praise / Positivity 
Gee, 1972; 







Hansen & Liu, 2005 
 
                                                 
1 Articles cited in this column includes those in which the author(s) indicated the absence of the feature 
being problematic, or in which research found the feature to (a) be considered desirable by students or (b) have a 




2.2.2 What should peer reviewers focus on? 
The second consideration for providing high-quality peer feedback is what reviewers 
should focus on in their comments. In this study, I make a distinction between focusing on form 
and content. Form refers to aspects of writing that are more cosmetic or structural, including very 
local features such as grammar, formatting, and word choice, as well as higher-level features 
such as essay and paragraph structure. Content refers to aspects of writing that are related to the 
author’s message, such as the organization of and connection between ideas as well as 
argumentation. In the area of corrective feedback, the discussion usually distinguishes between 
feedback on grammar as opposed to all other writing features. For example, Truscott (1996; 
2007) asserts that written corrective feedback on grammar rarely has any effect on students’ 
grammatical accuracy and, when it does, the effects are damaging rather than helpful. Other 
researchers believe that indirect feedback, in which reviewers identify the location of an error but 
leave the correction of that error up to the writer, can be effective because it encourages students 
to actively engage with the feedback and consciously analyze their errors (Brown, 2012). 
Opponents of grammar feedback have responded by showing that the assumption underlying the 
indirect feedback approach (that students are able to determine what kind of error was made) is 
often unfounded (Frantzen & Rissel, 1987 as cited in Truscott, 1996). Proponents of indirect 
feedback such as Brown (2012) respond by suggesting that these difficulties can be avoided by 
providing students with training and by supplementing written feedback with individual teacher-
student conferences. Clearly, the debate over whether or not grammar feedback is effective 
continues. 
Regardless of this debate, even Truscott (1996) acknowledges the value of feedback in 




(1991) in which students learning Spanish as a foreign language greatly improved the quality of 
content in their writing assignments after receiving content-focused feedback. It is worth 
pointing out that these improvements were seen in new writing assignments, rather than in 
revised drafts of a single assignment, which according to Truscott and Hsu’s (2008) logic, is 
evidence that long-term learning has taken place. Therefore, peer feedback comments that focus 
on content and meaning are likely to be more beneficial than comments that focus on grammar. 
Theoretical support for this idea can be found in both the process approach to writing and 
the field of genre studies. The process approach, which became popular in the 1970s, focuses 
primarily on the concept of writing as a multi-stage process of planning, writing, and revising 
rather than a single step that produces a finished product (e.g, Murray, 1997). Various 
proponents of the process approach also assert that this multi-stage process is nonlinear and 
iterative (e.g., Elbow, 1973; Flower & Hayes, 1981). Beyond raising awareness of the processual 
nature of writing, the process approach also aims to help writers discover the ideas they want to 
share and make those ideas clear to their readers (Elbow, 1973). The first implication of this goal 
is that getting feedback from others about how they understand the writer’s ideas is an important 
part of the writing process (e.g., Elbow, 1973; Murray, 1997). The second implication is that 
ideas and content are more integral to a piece of writing than grammatical accuracy. As a result, 
proponents of the process approach recommend that writers revise and reviewers comment first 
with a focus on content, and later with a focus on grammar (e.g., Elbow, 1973).  
While not traditionally associated with the practice of giving feedback, the field of genre 
studies also brings something to bear in the discussion of what the focus(es) of peer feedback 
should be. This is because students in writing courses, including ESL students, are taking these 




Therefore, when instructors and students are in these classes, they are doing so with the goal of 
helping one another attain mastery of the target genre. In order for them to give feedback on 
genre, they must have an understanding of what genre is. 
Traditionally, genre has been viewed as a combination of form (including both local 
linguistic features and global rhetorical structures) and content (Robertson, 1967) as well as 
communicative purpose (e.g., Swales, 1990). The combination of these three things results in 
particular style of writing which is recognized and shared by people in the same discourse 
community. As a result of trying to participate in a discourse community, writers are therefore 
“constrained” in the choices they can make (Swales, 1990, p. 58). 
At first glance, it might seem that the genre and process approaches are at odds with one 
another. The process approach, as mentioned, seeks to help writers discover their own voice and 
their own ideas. In this way, the process approach is highly individualistic or, as K. Hyland 
(2003) describes it, “ego-centered” (p. 18). On the other hand, the genre approach is more 
normative, seeking to help writers participate fully in the discourse communities they aspire to 
join, which includes mirroring the community’s writing patterns. Proponents of the process 
approach view the genre approach as too prescriptive (e.g., Dixon, 1987 and Raimes, 1991 cited 
in K. Hyland, 2003). However, Hyland rebuts this by saying, “there is nothing inherently 
prescriptive in a genre approach” (2003, p. 27, emphasis in original). He rejects the idea that 
sharing a genre with other members of the same community means that genres follow a set 
formula without allowing for individual variation or evolution over time. He also encourages 
teachers to promote critical analysis and evaluation of genre use and textual practices. For 




Setting the conflict between process and genre aside, we can now turn to what is to be 
learned from genre studies about the focus of peer feedback. As mentioned, genre is viewed as a 
combination of form, content, and purpose. However, members of the field have noticed that, 
when genre analysts try to classify a piece of writing as belonging to a particular genre, they are 
frequently tempted to focus unduly on only one of these aspects—most often the formal features 
of rhetorical structure. This is problematic because, as Robertson (1967) notes, form and content 
are interdependent and therefore inseparable—the content of a text influences its form and vice-
versa—and “a weakness in one is bound to weaken the other” (p. 275). Students should therefore 
be providing peer feedback on all aspects of writing. This requires them to distinguish not only 
between grammar and higher-order concerns, as researchers in corrective feedback have done, 
but also between different higher-order concerns: structure versus content. Structural focuses 
include, for example, IMRD structure of scientific papers (Introduction, Method, Results and 
Discussion; e.g., Carnegie Mellon University Global Communication Center, n.d.) and PIE 
paragraph structure (Point, Illustration, and Explanation; e.g., University of Arizona SALT 
Center, 2008). Content-related focuses include, for example, the quality of argumentation and the 
selection of evidence used to support the writer’s argument. Therefore, one question that this 
study attempts to answer is whether the type of peer feedback training provided influences 
students’ inclinations towards commenting on content-related issues versus surface-level issues.  
2.2.3 How should we train peer assessors? 
Given how complicated providing feedback is—reviewers must be both specific and 
polite, and they must comment on content and purpose as well as structure and grammar—it is 
not surprising that peer reviewers may not perform well the first time they try to give feedback. 




expected to generate (i.e., improved assessment literacy, writing ability, genre knowledge, 
critical thinking, and independence in learning), it seems irresponsible to have students engage in 
peer review without adequate preparation. 
The next questions that must be addressed, then, are: which content should be included in 
peer review training; and which procedures should be used to teach that content? Peer review 
training programs documented in previous literature have typically lasted anywhere from 2 hours 
(e.g., Kamimura, 2006) to 7 hours (e.g., Stanley, 1992), sometimes taking place over the course 
of several class periods. Content covered in these training programs includes the following: 
(1) what to focus on when giving comments (usually both global and local issues; 
e.g., D. Allen & Mills, 2014; Berg, 1999) 
(2) purpose and/or benefits of peer review (e.g., Paulus, 1999; Zhu, 1995) 
(3) good and bad examples of feedback (e.g., Rubin, 2006) 
(4) telling students to be specific (e.g., McGroarty & Zhu, 1997) 
(5) telling students to be polite (e.g, Hu, 2015) 
(6) telling students to provide explanations and suggestions (e.g., Min, 2005) 
This content was delivered to students in a variety of ways, including: 
(1) whole-class or group discussion (e.g., Berg, 1999; McGroarty & Zhu, 1997) 
(2) instructor or video modeling (e.g., Levine et al., 2002; Paulus, 1999) 
(3) practice feedback sessions (e.g, Berg, 1999; Hu, 2015) 
(4) instructor presentation (e.g., Hu, 2015) 
(5) roleplays (e.g., Stanley, 1992) 
These training programs serve to standardize peer feedback by conveying to all students 
the same idea of what their peer feedback should look like; every student knows which features 
to look for and which ways to express their judgements of those features (e.g., politely, by 
providing suggestions for improvement, etc.). Such standardization is important for ensuring that 
all students are receiving feedback of similarly high quality – it is for this reason that training 
programs are also used to increase the accuracy and reliability of scores awarded by speech and 
essay raters for high-stakes tests. An important thing to note is that, in high-stakes testing 




differently, they are likely to rate differently as well. For example, Wolfe and McVay (2010) 
summarize the research comparing rater error training (in which raters’ errors such as leniency 
are pointed out and raters are provided with strategies to avoid these errors) to frame of reference 
training (in which raters’ attention is directed towards key features of the speech or writing 
samples being scored). This research suggests that rater error training better reduces rater 
leniency while frame of reference training results in more accurate scoring of benchmark essays. 
Thus, it is important not only that assessors receive training, but that the major features of the 
training (in terms of content, duration, etc.) are the same. 
This standardization may be even more important for students in second and foreign 
language writing contexts than for native speakers. This is not only because of language learners’ 
developing linguistic competence, which may impact the specificity and politeness of their 
comments, but also because language learners are likely to be less familiar with the target genres 
than native speakers. In classrooms where students come from a variety of backgrounds, they are 
also likely to have very different notions of what good writing should look like. These different 
conceptualizations of writing (i.e., the construct they are trying to assess) may cause peer 
reviewers to give feedback that leads the writer closer to a genre more appropriate for the 
reviewer’s native language than to the genre being taught in class. Providing students with 
standardized training in how to give feedback can help ensure that peer reviewers give feedback 
in the same way and with the same target genre in mind. 
Another consideration that must be made is how the benefits of standardization fit into 
the context of modern education. The recent increase in online course offerings at universities 
across the United States (I. E. Allen, Seaman, Poulin, & Straut, 2016), including English writing 




settings, rather than within face-to-face settings only. In order to do this, an online peer review 
training program would be necessary. 
While it is true that such an online training program will require changes to the training 
procedures used (for example, it is harder in online settings for students to engage in whole-class 
discussions or to receive immediate answers to their questions), research into the online training 
of essay raters used in high-stakes testing contexts shows that such online training can indeed be 
effective. For example, online rater training has been found to increase internal consistency 
(Knoch, Read, & von Randow, 2007), control rater severity (Elder, Barkhuizen, Knoch, & von 
Randow, 2007; Knoch et al., 2007), reduce central tendency (Wolfe & McVay, 2010), and, in 
some cases, reduce bias (Elder et al., 2007). The reliability and validity of scores given by raters 
trained online are not significantly different from those of raters trained in face-to-face settings 
(Wolfe et al. 2010) and can sometimes be even more accurate (Wolfe & McVay 2010). Raters 
trained in online contexts have positive attitudes towards online training as well (Elder et al., 
2007; Hamilton, Reddel, & Spratt, 2001). All of this research supports the effectiveness of online 
training for raters and suggests that online training of peer reviewers could be similarly effective. 
2.3 Research Questions 
In order to investigate the effects of standardized online peer review training compared to 
traditional peer review training, this study aims to answer the following research questions: 
(1) How does the standardized online peer review training program influence the 
focus of peer feedback (in terms of content-related versus surface-level issues)? 
(2) How does the standardized online peer review training program influence the 
specificity of peer feedback (in terms of average words per topic and inclusion of 




(3) How does the standardized online peer review training program influence the 
politeness of peer feedback (in terms of use of lexical mitigators, impersonal 
positioning strategies, and non-transparent intent as well as avoidance of 
transparent intent)? 
While the first research question addresses the focus of peer feedback, the latter two 
questions deal with the formulation of peer feedback. Additionally, a fourth research question 
was posed in order to investigate the perceived role of peer review as an Assessment as Learning 
procedure: 
(4) What are students’ perceptions of their own feedback, and what they have learned 





CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
3.1 Context of the study 
The data for this study was collected from the ESL Writing Program at the University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. The ESL Writing Program offers separate courses for 
undergraduates, graduates, and graduate students in Business, all of which are taught by either 
graduate teaching assistants (TAs) or full-time lecturers. Course content for non-Business 
students includes such topics as thesis statements, paragraph structure and cohesive devices, as 
well as source evaluation, attribution, and synthesis. Descriptions of these courses (ESL 111, 
112, 115, 511, 512, and 515) can be found at http://catalog.illinois.edu/courses-of-
instruction/esl/. In all courses, students are required to engage in peer review activities and, 
consequently, receive peer review training (described in Section 2.3.2 below) in the first ESL 
writing course that they take.  
Students are placed into ESL writing courses based on their performance on the written 
portion of UIUC’s English Placement Test (EPT), which requires them to write an argumentative 
essay based on written and oral source material. This essay is then rated holistically based on 
argument development and lexicogrammar. High-performing undergraduates are given the 
choice between one semester of ESL writing or mainstream freshman composition; graduate 
students and all other undergraduates are placed into one- or two-semester course sequences 
depending on their scores. More information about the EPT can be found at 
http://www.linguistics.illinois.edu/students/placement. 
3.2 Participants 
Participants included both undergraduate- and graduate-level students enrolled in the ESL 




were all learning roughly the same content or had learned it in a prerequisite course. A total of 37 
participants completed the study, including 12 graduate students and 25 undergraduates. Table 
3.1 shows the number of participants from each writing course. 







Undergraduate Courses 112 4 (10.81%) 25 
(67.57%) 37 
(100%) 
 115 21 (56.75%) 
Graduate Courses 512 3 (8.11%) 12 
(32.43%)  515 9 (24.32%) 
 
3.3 Materials 
3.3.1 Instructor Survey 
The instructor survey (Appendix A; distributed via Qualtrics Survey Software) was 
created to gather information about instructors’ perceptions of and practices for providing peer 
review training and conducting peer review activities. The survey consisted of 31 items in total 
(21 selected-response items and 10 constructed-response items), which were designed to elicit 
the following types of information: 
 (9 items) Teaching Experience 
 (10 items) Format, Content, and Delivery of Peer Review Training 
 (6 items) Mode, Context, and Materials for Peer Review Activities 
 (3 items) Practices of Monitoring Quality of Student Feedback 
 (2 items) Attitudes toward peer review, training, and peer feedback quality 
 (1 item) Additional comments 
The survey was distributed to all lecturers and TAs who were currently teaching or had 
taught ESL writing courses at UIUC within the last five academic years (see Table 3.2). Before 
the survey was distributed to the target population, it was first pilot-tested with two current 
instructors (one lecturer and one TA), and changes were made to the survey based on their 




survey, yielding a total of 31 participants including the original pilot testers. Response rates are 
shown in Table 3.2.  
Table 3.2. Participants and response rates for instructor survey. 

























Total 122 31 25.41% 
 
3.3.2 Instructor Interviews 
On a voluntary basis, two UIUC ESL Writing instructors completed semi-structured 
interviews with the researcher lasting approximately 30 minutes each. This was done to collect 
more detailed and accurate information about the classroom training received by student 
participants in the study. These instructors were invited to participate because they had taught the 
largest number of participants who received peer review training in class prior to participating in 
the study. 
3.3.3 Background Questionnaire 
The background questionnaire (Appendix B) was created to collect basic demographic 
information as well as information about participants’ initial attitudes towards peer review and 
perceptions of their own peer feedback. The questionnaire was adaptive, so that participants who 
reported having prior experience with multiple-draft assignments and peer review were shown 
additional questions related to those categories. The questionnaire consisted of a maximum of 18 
selected-response items and was designed to elicit the following information: 
 (9 universal items) Demographic information & language background 
 (2 universal items) Measures of English proficiency 




(2 universal; 2 adaptive items) Attitudes toward writing, revision, and peer review 
 (1 adaptive item) Perceptions of own peer feedback 
 (1 adaptive item) Preferences for receiving peer feedback 
3.3.4 Comment Elicitation Worksheet 
The comment elicitation worksheet (Appendix C) was designed to elicit examples of 
participants’ peer feedback. Since students in the ESL Writing Program come from diverse 
backgrounds and therefore have diverse experiences with peer review and peer review training, 
the worksheet format was chosen to provide structure and guidance for those with limited prior 
experience. The worksheet contained nine open-ended items, including one item that required 
students to restate the main points of the sample essay (Appendix D) and eight items that asked 
students to provide feedback on the essay. Of these eight questions, five asked students to 
comment on specific portions of the essay (e.g., the introduction paragraph) and provided them 
with a set of criteria to consider (e.g., “Keep in mind that a good introduction includes a hook 
that grabs the reader’s attention and background information to introduce the argument.”). The 
remaining three questions were more general. The worksheet aligns closely with the rubrics used 
in students’ ESL writing courses and therefore focuses primarily on rhetorical structure.  
3.3.5 Post-Review Questionnaire 
The post-review questionnaire (Appendix E) was designed to collect information about 
what participants felt they had learned during the study, and the way they perceived their own 
peer feedback. The questionnaire consisted of 6 items in total (2 selected-response questions and 
4 constructed-response items), which were designed to elicit the following information: 
 (2 items) Learning Outcomes 
 (1 item) Perceptions of own peer feedback 
 (2 item) Enjoyment and Comfort Level while giving Peer Feedback 






This exploratory study used a factorial, mixed-methods design to answer the research 
questions posed in Section 1.4. First, the instructor survey was distributed to both current and 
former ESL writing instructors to collect both quantitative and qualitative information about 
instructors’ practices, beliefs, and recommendations related to peer review training. The results 
of the survey were used in conjunction with existing ESL Writing lesson plans, as well as the 
relevant research literature, to determine the content and procedures included in the standardized 
training program tested in this study.  
Once the training program had been created, the next phase of the study—student data 
collection—began. This portion of the study followed a fully-crossed 2x2 factorial quasi-
experimental design (see Table 3.3). The independent variables in this study were the receipt of 
classroom training (yes/no) and the receipt of standardized training (yes/no). Note that the “N” 
group did not receive either training during the period of the study but still completed the 
questionnaires and comment elicitation activity. Participants were randomly assigned to receive 
or not receive the standardized training. Whether or not they received the classroom training was 
determined by whether or not this training had already been provided in their Spring 2018 ESL 
writing courses before participants met with the researcher. The dependent variables in this study 
include (1) the quality of comments made on the sample essay, and (2) participants’ perceptions 
of peer review and training.  
Finally, semi-structured interviews were conducted with two ESL Writing instructors to 
help create a more thorough conceptualization of the classroom training received by participants 













Received n=10 (X) n=11 (C) n=21 (XC) 
Did not receive n=8 (T) n=8 (N) n=16 (TN) 
Total n=18 (XT) n=19 (CN) n=37 
 
3.4.1 Classroom training. 
Based on the results of the instructor survey, all instructors but one (97%) provided peer 
review training to their students, and all of these instructors provided the training in class. Most 
instructors (66.7%) reported total training durations between 30 and 60 minutes. Table 3.4 
summarizes the full range of training durations. 
Table 3.4. Durations of classroom peer review training as reported in the instructor survey. 
Training Duration Number of Instructors (n= 30) 
Less than 30 minutes 5 (16.7%) 
30 minutes to 1 hour 20 (66.7%) 
1 to 3 hours 3 (10%) 
3 to 5 hours 2 (6.7%) 
 
Since the instructor survey only collected information about which training procedures 
instructors had tried before and which ones they recommended, an examination of the lesson 
plans provided by the ESL Writing program was conducted to gauge which procedures 
instructors were currently using. A total of 10 lesson plans existed for the peer review training 
class period across 4 different courses (ESL 111, 115, 511, 515). All were examined for the 
topics covered and procedures used (see Table 3.5). The most frequent of these were (1) 
discussing or presenting the benefits of or justifications for peer review; (2) presenting the 
guiding principles of being specific, helpful, and polite (or variations thereof, e.g., constructive 
instead of helpful); (3) having students discuss their previous experience with peer review; (4) 




the definition or purpose of peer review. A wide variety of other topics or procedures were also 
included but appeared in only 4 of the lesson plans reviewed or fewer. Considering that 
instructors in the ESL writing courses have the freedom to modify these lesson plans as they see 
fit, classroom training is highly varied in this context. 
Results of the two instructor interviews provide a more accurate view of the classroom 
training received by participants in this particular study. Both instructors (Instructor A and 
Instructor B) each taught two sections of ESL 115, the single-semester undergraduate course. 
Instructor A’s students (10 students in the XC group) received 50 minutes of peer review 
training, which took place in single class period and included procedures 1a-1c, 2a-2e, 3b, 4a, 
and 8b from Table 3.5. Instructor B’s students (5 students in the XC group) received 
approximately 60 minutes of peer review training, which took place over two separate class 
periods and included procedures 1b-d, 2b, 2d, 4b, 8a, and 9 from Table 3.5, as well as (1) a brief 
illustration of how students’ first peer review session would fit into the writing process for their 
first major assignment; (2) discussion of what kind of feedback students thought they would and 
would not like to receive; (3) presentation of both good and bad example comments; and (4) 
instructor modeling of high-quality feedback. Instructor B also had students self-evaluate their 
peer feedback and included the completion of peer feedback as a portion of students’ grade for 









Table 3.5. Content and procedures used in UIUC peer review training lesson plans. 
Content / Procedures 
Number of Lesson Plans 
Including This 
1. Concept of Peer Review 
a. Definition / Purpose 
b. Benefits / Justification 
c. Prior experience with peer review 







a. Specific, Helpful, Polite 
b. Praise/Question/Polish format 
c. Strengths & Weaknesses 
d. Peer perception vs. Peer editing 








3. Evaluating or reacting to sample comments 
a. In context (with the original essay) 




4. Providing sample expressions 
a. With examples 





a. Of bad feedback practices 




6. Role play 1 
7. Familiarizing students with feedback tools 
a. Give copy of worksheet at end of class 
b. Review materials in class 






8. Application of guidelines 
a. Practice 
i. Post-practice discussion 
b. Revising sample comments 






9. Digesting Peer Feedback (e.g., for revision) 1 
 
3.4.2 Standardized training. 
The standardized training program was designed to take about one hour (a compromise 
between the durations of peer review training programs typically used at UIUC and those used in 




feedback (since 93.10% of instructors preferred having written feedback as either the very first 
step or the only step in the peer review process). 
In order to help determine the content of the training program, instructors were given a 
list of training techniques often cited in the literature (shown in Table 3.6) and asked to indicate 
their support for each technique, rank the three techniques they considered most important, and 
explain their choices. Table 3.6 summarizes the percentage of instructors who selected each 
procedure. There was strong support (80% or higher) for all procedures except providing 
instruction in giving feedback on grammar. Instructors’ rankings revealed that the most popular 
procedures were having students (1) practice giving feedback on a sample passage; (2) review 
examples of good and bad comments; and (3) discuss the reason why peer review is used in 
class. All three of these procedures were therefore included in the standardized training program. 
Table 3.6. Instructor support for peer review training procedures. 







Walking through a sample essay or passage 
and commenting as you go (i.e., modeling) 25 (86.21%) 9 (31.03%) 4 (13.79%) 
Providing examples of good comments and 
bad comments 29 (100%) 17 (58.62%) 5 (17.24%) 
Having students practice giving comments 
on a sample essay or passage 29 (100%) 18 (62.07%) 4 (13.79%) 
Discussing the reason why peer review is 
used in class 29 (100%) 13 (44.83%) 10 (34.48%) 
Discussing potential benefits of peer review 29 (100%) 9 (31.03%) 2 (6.90%) 
Providing instruction in how to comment 
politely 26 (89.66%) 3 (10.35%) 0 (0.00%) 
Providing instruction in how to make 
comments more specific or detailed 29 (100%) 11 (37.93%) 1 (3.45%) 
Providing instruction in how to provide 
feedback on grammar 14 (48.28%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 
Providing instruction in how to provide 




The content and procedures used in the standardized training program are shown in 
Figure 3.1, with a screenshot from the training shown in Figure 3.2. Links to the videos used in 
the training program are provided in Appendix F. Even though many of the sample comments, 
sample expressions, and other content were taken or adapted from materials included in the 
classroom training lesson plans, the standardized training program differed in that it was 
provided consistently to each and every learner, while the classroom training programs varied 
greatly from one another. 
(10 minutes) Introduction to Peer Review (Videos) 
• Objectives and content of the training program 
• Definition and possible formats of peer review 
• Benefits of peer review, address possible misgivings 
(Approx. 10 minutes) Reacting to Sample Comments (Activity) 
• Participants see ten sample peer review comments (one at a time), and describe what 
they felt when reading those comments and whether they thought they could use the 
comment to revise their writing assignments 
(12 minutes) Guidelines for Giving Peer Feedback (Videos) 
• Review of positive and negative aspects of the sample comments (See Figure 3.2 for an 
example) 
• Reminder to focus on both strengths and weaknesses 
• Reminder to focus on larger aspects of writing (e.g., ideas, organization), not just 
smaller aspects (e.g., grammar, spelling) 
• Strategies for providing specific, helpful (i.e., feedback that provides concrete 
suggestions), and polite feedback with sample expressions 
(Approx. 10 minutes) Practice Giving Peer Feedback (Activity) 
• Participants read a sample paragraph about teaching English to elementary school 
children in Japan (Kamimura, 2006) and write at least 3 practice peer feedback 
comments keeping in mind the guidelines 
(Approx. 15-20 minutes) Expert Modeling & Reflection (Video & Activity) 
• Participants watch a video of a teacher making comments on the same sample 
paragraph using Microsoft Word (Microsoft Office 365 2016, Version 17.9328.1700.0) 
• Participants write a short reflection about the differences they noticed between their 
feedback and the instructor’s and whether they would make changes to their comments 
after watching the video 
(3 minutes) Review and Instructions for the Peer Review Task (Videos) 
• The main points of the training are summarized 
• Participants receive instructions for the comment elicitation activity and preview the 
peer feedback worksheet 






Figure 3.2. Screenshot from the standardized training program. 
 
In addition, there are several other important differences between the two types of 
training:  
Extent of Coverage: The standardized training program included the first 7 of the 
procedures listed in Table 3.6, while lesson plans for classroom training often lacked one or 
more of these procedures. Similarly, the standardized training program included 10 of the topics 
and procedures from the classroom lesson plans listed in Table 3.5, but on average, the 
classroom lesson plans included only six or seven. Thus, the standardized program included a 
slightly wider range of topics and procedures. 
Inclusion of Modeling: The standardized training program also included modeling of 
high-quality feedback. While one classroom lesson plan included models of poor feedback and 
another included a model that highlighted polite feedback, none of the classroom lesson plans 




training. This positive model of feedback was included primarily to provide students with 
feedback on their practice comments (since classroom discussion was not possible) but could 
have unique effects of its own. 
Provision of Specificity and Politeness Strategies: Even though many of the classroom 
lesson plans told students to provide feedback that was specific and polite, they did not include 
strategies for how to be specific or how to be polite. Some of these strategies may have been 
discussed by individual instructors, but there is no guarantee that this was done in all classes. 
Similarly, these strategies could have been inferred by students from evaluating example 
comments (provided in 70% of the lesson plans), but there is no guarantee that all students would 
have recognized them. 
Revision of Poor Example Comments: The standardized training program showed step-
by-step examples of how to revise some of the example comments to be more specific, polite, 
and helpful. While example comments were provided in seven of the classroom lesson plans, 
only three had students revise comments that were of poor quality.  
3.5 Procedure 
A pre-/post-test design was not used in this study since participants in all four groups 
reported comparably limited prior experience with giving peer feedback (see Table 3.72). 
Additionally, research has shown that the quality of peer feedback tends to improve with practice 
(Dochy et al., 1999; Rahimi, 2013; Falchikov & Goldfinch, 2000 as cited in Rubin, 2006; 
Macpherson, 1999 as cited in Rubin, 2006; Harris, 1992 as cited in Wachholz, 1997). Thus, 
having students provide feedback prior to the training might have influenced the quality of 
                                                 




feedback given on the post-training elicitation activity independently of the training received 
during the study. 
Table 3.7. Summary of participant responses to background questionnaire Item 12b: “Have you 
ever worked with a friend or classmate to improve one of their writing assignments?” (Yes/No); 
“How often?” (0=Responded “no” to previous question, 1 = Very Rarely, 5=Very Often). 
 Mode Median 
X (n=10) 1 1.5 
T (n=8) 2 1.5 
C (n=11) 3 3 
N (n=8) N/A 1.5 
XT (n=18) N/A 1.5 
CN (n=19) 3 2 
XC (n=21) 1 2 
TN (n=16) 2 1.5 
Note. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received 
only classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
 
Figure 3.3 shows an overview of the study procedure. Participants completed the study 
during Weeks 3 through 6 of the semester in a university computer lab similar to their ESL 
writing classroom or in a private office with a computer. Participants in the classroom training 
groups received classroom training in their regular ESL writing courses before meeting with the 
researcher. During the meeting with the researcher, all participants completed the background 
questionnaire (Appendix B). Participants in the standardized training group then completed the 
standardized training, which consisted of several videos and a few activities to keep participants 
engaged. The standardized training delivered through the Learn.Illinois Moodle platform 
(Versions 3.3-ui5 through 3.3-ui7), with which participants were familiar through their ESL 
writing courses. The videos were created using Microsoft PowerPoint (Microsoft Office 365 
2016, Version 17.9328.1700.0) and OBS Studio (Version 21.0.1; Open Broadcaster Software, 
2018). They were then edited using Adobe Premiere Pro CC (2017, Version 11.0.0) and 




training program was designed to be about an hour long, but individual completion times varied 
greatly (M = 62.37 minutes, SD = 19.43). Participants in the standardized training group were 
allowed to take breaks at any time; most participants did so between the standardized training 
step and the comment elicitation step (described below). 
 
 





Following the standardized training (groups X and T) or background questionnaire 
(groups C and N), all participants completed a comment elicitation activity. This activity 
required participants to read a sample essay (Appendix D; an argumentative essay taken from the 
EPT about early study abroad) and make comments as though they were giving feedback to a 
peer. Participants were asked to make their comments on the worksheet but were also allowed to 
write directly on the essay if they so desired. Both the essay and worksheet were provided in 
printed form to avoid any influences from participants’ computer literacy. Participants in the 
standardized training group were also given a one-page handout summarizing the key points 
from the training (Appendix G). All participants had access to a computer while completing the 
feedback but did not receive any specific instructions about computer use. A few participants 
were observed using the computer to refer back to the training program or look up definitions of 
words. Participants were given as much time as they wanted to complete the feedback, and extra 
paper was provided if participants needed additional space to write. 
After making comments on the sample essay, all participants completed the post-training 
questionnaire (Appendix E). Both questionnaires were distributed via Qualtrics Survey Software. 
The entire session lasted approximately one hour for participants who did not receive the 
standardized training and approximately two hours for those who did.  
3.6 Data Analysis 
Participants’ comments to questions 2 through 9 of the peer review worksheet were 
transcribed, coded, and analyzed using Microsoft Excel (Microsoft Office 365 2016, Version 
17.9328.1700.0). Because participants did not write the same number of sentences in response to 
each question, the whole response instead of individual sentences was used as the unit of 




behaviors seen on the essay (some comments seemed to be addressed to the author, while others 
seemed like notes made by the reviewer to help them remember what to comment on, and others 
still simply labeled the paragraphs). Due to the small sample size (a total of 37 participants, with 
eight to eleven participants in each group), inferential statistics were not used. Instead, the 
quantitative analyses used only descriptive statistics including means, standard deviations, and 
contingency tables to identify trends in each group’s performance. 
3.6.1 (RQ1) How does the standardized online peer review training program influence the 
focus of peer feedback? 
For the first category, a set of 20 predetermined topics was chosen based on the topics 
mentioned in the peer review worksheet as well as other general topics that participants could be 
expected to comment on (e.g., grammar and lexical choice). Other topics were added as they 
emerged from the data. Each response received a code of 1 or 0 for each topic (1 = present at 
least once in the comment; 0 = absent from the comment entirely). 
This original coding scheme resulted in a total of 27 topics, plus one additional category 
for miscellaneous and unclear or ambiguous topics. The number of comments in which each 
topic was mentioned was then calculated for each of the four groups. Topics that showed similar 
trends across groups and dealt with similar aspects of writing were combined by summing the 
counts from the original subcategories. Some topics were excluded from the final coding scheme 
because they appeared very infrequently or showed some overlap with other topics. The resulting 
15 topics were then categorized based on whether they dealt more with content-related issues 
(e.g., coherence or quality of argumentation) or surface-level issues (e.g., essay structure or 





Table 3.8. Evolution of the Topic coding scheme used in this study. 
Original Coding Scheme 
Final Coding Scheme 
(Original topic numbers) 
Generic Topics 
• Overall Quality* 
• Essay as a whole 
• Coherence/Cohesion 
• Content/Author’s Ideas* 
• Comprehensibility 
• Lexical Choice 
• Grammar 
• Length* 
• Academic Style/ Formality 
• Miscellaneous and Unclear/Ambiguous 
Topics* 
Topics related to the Introduction & Thesis 
Statement 
• Comments about the Hook 
• Comments about the Background information 
• Presence of thesis statement 
• Clarity of author’s stance in thesis statement 
• Preview of supporting points included in thesis 
statement 
Topics related to the Body Paragraphs 
• Comments about the topic sentence 
• Presence of evidence 
• Presence of explanation 
• Quality of evidence 
• Quality of explanation 
• Comments about the closing sentence 
• Single idea in body paragraph 
• Citation of sources 
Topics related to the Conclusion 
• Comments about the Restated thesis statement 
• Comments about the Summary of main points 
• Comments about the Connections to broader 
issues 
• Comments about the Clincher 
• Inclusion of suggested compromise in 
conclusion paragraph* 
Topics dealing with content-related 
writing features 
• Essay as a whole (2) 
• Coherence/Cohesion (3) 
• Quality of Evidence (19) 
• Quality of Explanation (20) 
Topics dealing with surface-level 
writing features 
• Language (5, 6, 7) 
• Academic Style/ Formality 
(9) 
• Introduction structure & 
Thesis statement (11-15) 
• Comments about the topic 
sentence and closing sentence 
in body paragraphs (16, 21) 
• Presence of evidence (17) 
• Presence of explanation (18) 
• Single idea in body paragraph 
(22) 
• Citation of sources (23) 





















The mean number of comments including each topic, along with standard deviations, 
were calculated for each of the four individual groups (X, T, C, N) as well as the four group 
combinations (XT, CN, XC, TN). The same was done for the two over-arching categories 
(content vs. surface).  
Following this preliminary analysis, four topics—presence of evidence, quality of 
evidence, presence of explanation, and quality of explanation—were analyzed in greater depth. 
This was done because these four topics deal with the largest portion of the sample essay (i.e., 
the three body paragraphs). Additionally, through the iterative coding process, I noticed that, 
while some participants only commented briefly on the presence of the evidence and/or 
explanation, others provided great detail about the quality of these features in relation to the 
essay content. Therefore, contingency tables were used to cross-tabulate the participants in all 
groups based on whether they have commented on the presence of the target feature (evidence or 
explanation), on the quality of the feature, or on both presence and quality of the feature. Based 
on the previous discussion of genre, commenting on both presence and quality is considered a 
measure of higher-quality comments, since both rhetorical structure (presence) and content 
(quality) are important for genre mastery.  
3.6.2  (RQ2) How does the standardized online peer review training program influence 
the specificity of peer feedback? 
The second aspect of feedback quality—specificity—was measured based on: (1) the 
average number of words per topic; (2) the inclusion of explanations for why a feature was being 
commented on; (3) the indication of the location of the feature being commented on; and (4) the 





Average words per topic was chosen as a measure of specificity instead of number of 
words (which has been commonly used in the literature, e.g., by Ferris, 1997 for instructor 
feedback and Min, 2005 for peer feedback) because use of the peer review worksheet resulted in 
multiple topics being mentioned in a single response. 
Since comment length is only an indirect or proxy measure of specificity, the words per 
topic measure was supplemented with three additional, more direct, measures of specificity: (1) 
the location of a strength or weakness; (2) the presence of an explanation for the strength or 
weakness; and (3) the provision of a feasible suggestion. These measures were selected because 
they were included in the training program as things students should do in their comments. 
Feasible suggestions were looked at instead of suggestions in general because an examination of 
participants’ comments revealed differences in the quality of the suggestions provided. Mittan 
(1989) must have noticed something similar in his students’ comments, because he initiated the 
practice of giving feedback to students based on the “specificity and helpfulness of [their] 
suggestions” (p. 215). 
These three specificity measures were coded following the scheme shown in Table 3.9. 
As with the topic coding, each response received a code of 1 (present at least once) or 0 (absent) 
for each category. A code of 1 for explanations indicated that the comment provided additional 
information about why the reviewer believed a particular aspect of the essay was a strength or 
weakness. For example, comment (g) shown in Table 3.9 clarifies what the reviewer thought was 
good about the writer’s thesis statement – the reader knows for certain what the writer’s position 
is. Feasible suggestions were coded as present if they met the following criteria: (1) they 
suggested a way to fix a weakness that was previously mentioned (i.e., criticisms that were 




recommendations. For example, comment (h) would be considered a feasible suggestion because 
it expands on the prior criticism that the thesis statement does not include a preview and includes 
a template for the author to follow for writing the preview. Comment (i) is a suggestion, but is 
not feasible, because it simply rephrases the previous criticism as a suggestion rather than 
providing a concrete way to revise the essay. A feasible suggestion in this scenario might 
recommend a particular kind of evidence that could be included to better support the argument 
(e.g., statistics about the number of children who study abroad). 
Means and standard deviations for the four individual groups and the four combinations 


















Table 3.9. Coding categories and examples for measures of specificity. 
Category Comment Extracts (relevant portions shown in italics) 
Location a. Paragraph: “In the 3rd paragraph. The topic sentence is ‘young 
people’, but the supporting evidence is about ‘those who are fragile’. 
[…]” 
b. Position within a paragraph: “In the second and third body 
paragraphs, the main ideas are presented at the beginning of the 
paragraph, but in the first paragraph, there is no main idea. […]” 
c. Sentence: “The last sentence of the forth paragraph. Not very clear 
that why students and parents' lack communication is related to 
financial problem. […]” 
d. Direct quote: “The sentence ‘someday the fire…understanding’ in 
paragraph 4 seems like a common expression in China or other 
country but not to English-speaking country. I would wonder if 
people in U.S. use "the last straw" more often.” 
e. Paraphrase: “The second paragraph have the idea of learning 
language faster and losing self control, the transition and relation 
isn't clear enough. […]” 
f. Reference to marginal comments: “The conclusion is good overall. 
However, I think it needs more details. I had some comments too 
that can help improving it.” 
Explanation g. “[…] The writer's position is clear, which is very good. We can 
know the writer disagree with the phenomenon” 
Feasible 
suggestion 
h. Feasible Suggestion: “I think it will be better if the writer adds some 
previews for the TS [thesis statement] part. For example. introduce 
the following passage will focus on 3 parts (English/vulnerable, 
burden) […]” 
i. Suggestion, but not feasible: “[…] What is more, the illustration part 
is not enough in each body paragraph. It is better to provide 
audience with some evidence. […]” 
 
3.6.3  (RQ3) How does the standardized online peer review training program influence 
the politeness of peer feedback? 
Measures of the final aspect of feedback quality—politeness—included: (1) lexical 
mitigators used to soften negative feedback; (2) strategies to position negative feedback as 
impartial; and (3) transparency of the intent behind a piece of negative feedback. Codes for the 
first measure were selected based on F. Hyland and K. Hyland (2001), but additional categories 




sometimes or often) was removed from the coding scheme due to its infrequent use alongside 
negative feedback. Codes for the second and third measures emerged as the data was examined, 
but, upon reflection, many subcategories proved to be similar to categories discussed in the 
literature (e.g., personal attribution and interrogative syntax in F. Hyland & K. Hyland, 2001; 
references to “the reader” in Stanley 1992; as well as the “authoritative” and “controlling” 
feedback types including commands, corrections, and criticisms3 in Straub, 1997, p. 98). The 
complete coding scheme for politeness is shown in Table 3.10. Similar to the coding for topic 
and specificity, each response received a code of 1 (present at least once) or 0 (absent) for each 
subcategory. 
It should be noted that lexical mitigators and positioning strategies were only counted as 
present if they were used to deliver negative feedback or to reduce the weight of a suggestion. 
For example, in comment (a) in Table 3.10, we see that the reviewer uses “could” to reduce the 
sense of obligation that the author has to revise the essay in response to the comment. A different 
modal verb such as needs to would make the comment less polite. The modal used in comment 
(b), however, was not coded as a lexical mitigator because it is used weaken praise about a 
hypothetical version of the essay, not to weaken a criticism. 
Means and standard deviations for the four individual groups and the four combinations 
were calculated for each politeness category and subcategory. 
  
                                                 




Table 3.10. Coding categories and examples for measures of politeness. 





a. Coded as 1: “Maybe the writer could make the 
topic sentence more relevant to the task. […]” 
b. Coded as 0: “[…] But I think the last sentence 
should have been another paragraph that may have 
supported his thesis. […]” 
Imprecise 
Quantifiers 
c. “[…] I think some of the topic sentence are not 
strongly related to the given material.” 
Indirect Verbs 
d. “The author lists many statements in body 
paragraphs, but they all seem unconvincing 
without evidence supporting. […]” 
“Maybe” 
e. “I think the length of the introduction is 
appropriate, but it is not attractive enough. Maybe 
the author can use a specific story at the 
beginning.” 
Other minimizers 
f. “[…] Also, the hook is not really grabbing the 













g. “The author barely uses eviden[ce] in this body 
paraphs, and I think maybe he could do more 
researches about the topic […]” 
…as affecting 
“the reader” or 
“the audience” 
h. “[…] maybe have some words explicitly express 
and state the author's opinion would be better for 
the audience to understand what the author's trying 
to express. […]” 
…as a relatively 
minor flaw in an 
otherwise good 
section of writing 
i. “The structure of your body paragraphs looks 
great! […] There [are] just some little issues about 
the relationship of your evidence and statement. 
[…]” 
j. “[I]f you could add more explanation why small 
community circle could not facilitate student's 
English learning pace, this point would be perfect.” 
…in relation to 
general rules of 
good writing 
k. “[…] A "thesis statement" should answer the 
question directly along with supporting evidence. 
So you should directly point out the stance and add 




Indirect / Polite 
Question 
l. “[…] Moreover, what a hook does i[s] to 
attraction. Why not trying to use some questions?” 
Suggestion 
m. “The conclusion does restate the stance which is 
good. But it would be better if the 3 reasons are 
also re-mentioned. […]” 






Table 3.10 (cont.). Coding categories and examples for measures of politeness. 
Transparency 
of Intent B 
Transparent / 
Direct / Impolite 
Obligation 
o. “It's good for you to restate your thesis. 
Nevertheless, you also need to present your main 




p. Command: “The evidence presented does not seem 
scholarly since it is not cited -- make sure to include 
proper citations.” 
q. Correction: “You first said "young children…", but 
then you said "Not all children will easily fit…". 
[…] You may change "Not all" to "Just a few".” 
Negative 
Evaluation4 
r. “[…] It is true that some kids will experience 
difficulties dealing with new environment and 
might end up indulging themselves in bad activities. 
But it is an exaggeration and generalization to say 
that it is the case for everyone.” 
s. “The body paragraphs all contain supporting 
arguments, but need to be more focused. The topic 
sentence does not necessarily relate to the evidence 
& conclusion that follows. […]” 
 
3.6.4  (RQ4) What are students’ perceptions of their own feedback and of what they have 
learned from doing peer review? 
In order to answer the first part of RQ4, participants’ responses to Item 16 of the pre-
review background questionnaire and Item 3 of the post-review questionnaire were compared 
(items shown in Figure 3.4). Both sets of questions were 5-point Likert Scale questions asking 
participants to reflect on the focuses of their feedback and the ways in which they formulated 
their feedback either before or after the training and review activities. Only participants who 
reported having experience giving peer feedback prior to the study were included in the analysis, 
                                                 
4 The word “confusing” was considered sufficient to code the response as including a negative evaluation in 
responses to all questions but Question 7. This is because Question 7 invited participants to comment specifically on 
“any parts of the essay that [they] had trouble understanding.” Thus, it was almost guaranteed that participants 
would use the word “confusing” in their responses to this question, regardless of their overall perception of the 




in order to examine changes before and after training. Median and mode were calculated for each 
of the four participant groups. 
In order to answer the second part of RQ4, participants’ responses to Item 4 of the post-
review questionnaire, “What did you learn by reading and commenting on the sample essay?” 
(see Figure 3.4), were coded according to the type of learning that participants reported, based on 
the following categories, which were created as they emerged from the data: 
(1) How to formulate comments 
(2) What to comment on 
(3) Critical thinking skills 
(4) The need to understand the author’s intended message 
(5) Purpose of Peer Review 
(6) Process of Peer Review (e.g., reading the essay completely before commenting) 
(7) General Principles of Writing 
(8) English Language Skills 
Each response was coded with either 1 (present at least once) or 0 (absent) for each 
category. Frequency counts were calculated for each of the four groups in order to identify the 
most common learning outcome for each group and sample responses from each group’s most 




Background Questionnaire Item 16 
16.  Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements. 
When working with friends/classmates to improve their writing assignments, I… 
Consider their feelings when I 
decide what to say 
Yes/No Very Rarely  1  2  3  4  5  Very Often 
Write/ talk about things they did 
well 
Yes/No Very Rarely  1  2  3  4  5  Very Often 
Write/ talk about things they did 
not do well 
Yes/No Very Rarely  1  2  3  4  5  Very Often 
Write/ talk about ways they could 
fix the things they did not do well 
Yes/No Very Rarely  1  2  3  4  5  Very Often 
Write/ talk about their grammar Yes/No Very Rarely  1  2  3  4  5  Very Often 
Write/ talk about their ideas Yes/No Very Rarely  1  2  3  4  5  Very Often 
Write/ talk about the order of their 
ideas 
Yes/No Very Rarely  1  2  3  4  5  Very Often 
Write/ talk about other aspects of 
their writing (please list): 
___________________________ 
Yes/No Very Rarely  1  2  3  4  5  Very Often 
 
Post-Review Questionnaire Item 3 
3. Please answer the following questions about the comments that you made on the sample 
essay: 
I gave comments about the strengths of the sample 
essay 
Never  1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
I gave comments about the weaknesses of the sample 
essay 
Never  1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
I gave comments that were polite Never  1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
I gave comments that suggested improvements to the 
sample essay 
Never  1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
I commented on the author’s grammar Never  1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
I commented on the author’s ideas Never  1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
I commented on the order of the author’s ideas Never  1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
I commented on other aspects of the author’s writing 
(please list): _______________________ 
 
Never  1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
 
Post-Review Questionnaire Item 4 
4. What did you learn by reading and commenting on the sample essay? 





CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 
4.1 How does the standardized online peer review training program influence the focus 
of peer feedback? 
Table 4.1 and Figure 4.1 show the individual group means and standard deviations for the 
average number of responses dealing with content-related versus surface-level issues (results for 
individual topic categories can be found in Table I.1). These results show that all groups made 
more comments on surface-level issues than on content-related issues (the second vs. third 
columns). However, this is not surprising since the comment elicitation worksheet was primarily 
focused on rhetorical structure.  
The results also show that the standardized-training-only group (T) made more comments 
on content-related issues (the second column) than any of the other groups (MT = 5.25, SDT = 
2.12), while the classroom-only training group (C) made the lowest number of content-related 
comments of any group (MC = 3.73, SDC = 1.42)—even fewer than the group that received no 
training (N; MN = 4.13, SDN = 1.89). 







X (n=10) 4.80 (1.40) 13.30 (3.13) 
T (n=8) 5.25 (2.12) 10.88 (3.68) 
C (n=11) 3.73 (1.42) 13.73 (2.61) 
N (n=8) 4.13 (1.89) 9.25 (2.96) 
Note. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received 






Figure 4.1. Average number of content-related and surface-level topics mentioned by individual 
groups measured at the response level. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only 
standardized training; C = Received only classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
 
In order to examine the overall effects of the standardized training, means and standard 
deviations for content-related vs. surface-level issues were compared between all participants 
who received the standardized training (XT) and all those who did not receive the standardized 
training (CN). These results (shown in Table 4.2 and Figure 4.2) reveal that the XT group 
commented more on content-related issues (MXT = 5.00, SDXT = 1.71) than did the CN group 
(MCN = 3.89, SDCN = 1.59), but the two groups made a similar number of comments on surface-
level features (MXT = 12.22, SDXT = 3.51; MCN = 11.84, SDCN = 3.52). This suggests that the 
standardized training encourages students to start placing more focus on content-related issues 
such as quality of argumentation and unity than on surface-level issues of writing like paragraph 
























Table 4.2. Content-related and surface-level responses for recipients vs. non-recipients of 






XT (n=18) 5.00 (1.71) 12.22 (3.51) 
CN (n=19) 3.89 (1.59) 11.84 (3.52) 
Note. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received 
only classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
 
 
Figure 4.2. Average number of content-related and surface-level topics mentioned by 
standardized training recipients and non-recipients measured at the response level. X = 
Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received only classroom 
training; N = Received neither training. 
 
However, since roughly half of the participants in the XT group also received classroom 
training (group X), the means and standard deviations for all classroom-trained participants (XC) 
were compared to those of all non-classroom-trained participants (TN; see Table 4.3 and Figure 
4.3). These results show very little difference between the XC and TN groups – and, in fact, the 
average number of content-related comments is higher for the non-classroom trained group (MTN 



















surface-level features (MXC = 13.52, SDXC = 2.80) than the non-classroom trained group (MTN = 
10.06, SDTN = 3.34). Therefore, results from Tables 4.2 and 4.3 suggest that that the standardized 
training does indeed have a positive influence on students’ content-related comments while the 
classroom training has little or no influence (for combined group means and standard deviations 
on individual topic subcategories, see Table I.2). 
 
Table 4.3. Content-related and surface-level responses for recipients vs. non-recipients of 





XC (n=21) 4.24 (1.48) 13.52 (2.80) 
TN (n=16) 4.69 (2.02) 10.06 (3.34) 
Note. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received 
only classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
 
 
Figure 4.3. Average number of content-related and surface-level topics mentioned by classroom 
training recipients and non-recipients measured at the response level. X = Received both 
trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received only classroom training; N = 




















Individual topics followed similar trends, suggesting a greater influence of standardized 
training than classroom training on content-related comments (see Table I.2). However, it was 
surprising that there did not seem to be a great difference between groups in terms of the number 
of responses discussing the quality of evidence and explanation included in the body paragraphs 
of the essay (a content-related issue), even though these paragraphs constituted a significant 
portion of the essay. The original means and standard deviations for these topics are shown in 
Table 4.4. 
Table 4.4. Group means and standard deviations for presence and quality of evidence and 
explanation. 
 
Quality of Evidence 
M (SD) 
Quality of Explanation 
M (SD) 
X (n=10) 1.60 (0.97) 1.60 (1.07) 
T (n=8) 1.88 (0.64) 1.13 (0.83) 
C (n=11) 1.82 (0.87) 0.91 (0.83) 
N (n=8) 1.50 (0.76) 0.75 (1.16) 
XT (n=18) 1.72 (0.83) 1.39 (0.98) 
CN (n=19) 1.68 (0.82) 0.84 (0.96) 
XC (n=21) 1.71 (0.90) 1.24 (1.00) 
TN (n=16) 1.69 (0.70) 0.94 (1.00) 
Note. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received 
only classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
 
In an attempt to explain this lack of difference, crosstabulations were calculated to 
compare the percentage of participants in each group who commented on the presence of 
evidence, the quality of evidence, and both the presence and quality of evidence in response to 
Item 4 of the elicitation worksheet.5 The results for comments about evidence (shown in Table 
4.5 and Figure 4.4) revealed few differences between groups in terms of participants who 
commented on presence. However, the standardized-only group (T) contained the highest 
                                                 
5 This question was chosen as the domain of analysis because it was the only question which directed 




percentage of participants who commented on quality of evidence and on both quality and 
presence of evidence. Similarly, the results for comments about explanation (shown in Table 4.5 
and Figure 4.5) show that the T group had the lowest percentage of participants who commented 
on presence of explanation but the highest percentage of participants who commented on quality 
of explanation (see Figures 4.5 and 4.6). These results suggest that the standardized training 
increased participants’ focus on content-related issues. 
Table 4.5. Participants mentioning presence, quality, or both presence and quality in each 
group. (See Figures 4.4 and 4.5 for graphs.) 
 
Evidence Explanation 
Presence Quality Both Presence Quality Both 
X (n=10) 
 
7 4 2 4 4 0 
70.00% 40.00% 20.00% 40.00% 40.00% 0.00% 
T (n=8) 
 
5 6 4 1 5 0 
62.50% 75.00% 50.00% 12.50% 62.50% 0.00% 
C (n=11) 
 
7 5 3 5 3 0 
63.64% 45.45% 27.27% 45.45% 27.27% 0.00% 
N (n=8) 4 3 2 4 2 1 
50.00% 37.50% 25.00% 50.00% 25.00% 12.50% 
Note. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received 






Figure 4.4. Percentage of participants mentioning presence, quality, or both presence and 
quality of evidence in each group. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized 
training; C = Received only classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
 
 
Figure 4.5. Percentage of participants mentioning presence, quality, or both presence and 
quality of explanation in each group. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only 
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X (n=10) T (n=8) C (n=11) N (n=8)




In order to examine the overall effects of the standardized training, crosstabulations were 
generated to compare the XT and CN groups (see Table 4.6). These results show that the 
standardized training group commented more on all three evidence categories than did the CN 
group (see Figure 4.6). The results also show that, for the explanation categories, the 
standardized training group commented far less on presence than did the classroom-training 
group, but far more on quality (see Figure 4.7). These results further support the suggestion that 
the standardized training has a greater positive influence on students’ content-related 
commenting practices than does the classroom training. 
Table 4.6. Participants mentioning presence, quality, or both presence and quality in 
standardized-trained vs. non-standardized-trained groups. (See Figures 4.6 and 4.7 for graphs.) 
 
Evidence Explanation 
Presence Quality Both Presence Quality Both 
XT (n=18) 12 10 6 5 9 0 
66.67% 55.56% 33.33% 27.78% 50.00% 0.00% 
CN (n=19) 11 8 5 9 5 1 
57.89% 42.11% 26.32% 47.37% 26.32% 5.26% 
Note. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received 






Figure 4.6. Percentage of standardized training recipients and non-recipients mentioning 
evidence presence, evidence quality, or both. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only 
standardized training; C = Received only classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
 
 
Figure 4.7. Percentage of standardized training recipients and non-recipients mentioning 
explanation presence, explanation quality, or both. X = Received both trainings; T = Received 
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In order to verify that these group differences are due to the standardized training itself 
rather than the combination of the two trainings, crosstabulations comparing the commenting 
practices of all classroom-trained participants (XC) and all non-classroom trained participants 
(TN) were calculated as well. These results are shown in  
Table 4.7. For both evidence and explanation, a greater percentage of classroom training 
recipients versus non-recipients commented on presence, but a greater percentage of non-
recipients commented on quality and presence plus quality (see Figures 4.8 and 4.9). These 
differences suggest that, although the overall number of comments on evidence and explanation 
are similar across all participant groups, when the comments are further classified into surface-
level issues (presence) vs. content-related issues (quality), the classroom training appears to orient 
students more towards surface-level issues, while the standardized training orients them more 
towards content-related issues. 
Table 4.7. Participants mentioning presence, quality, or both presence and quality in classroom-
trained vs. non-classroom-trained groups. (See Figures 4.8 and 4.9 for graphs.) 
 
Evidence Explanation 
Presence Quality Both Presence Quality Both 
XC (n=21) 14 9 5 9 7 0 
66.67% 42.86% 23.81% 42.86% 33.33% 0.00% 
TN (n=16) 9 9 6 5 7 1 
56.25% 56.25% 37.50% 31.25% 43.75% 6.25% 
Note. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received 











Figure 4.8. Percentage of classroom training recipients and non-recipients mentioning evidence 
presence, evidence quality, or both. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only 
standardized training; C = Received only classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
 
 
Figure 4.9. Percentage of classroom training recipients and non-recipients mentioning 
explanation presence, explanation quality, or both. X = Received both trainings; T = Received 
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4.2 How does the standardized online peer review training program influence the 
specificity of peer feedback? 
The means and standard deviations for each measure of specificity are provided in Table 
4.8. It is important to note that the unit of measurement for the first category is number of words 
per topic, while the unit of measurement for the other three categories is the number of 
worksheet responses. These results show that the X and T groups wrote, on average, seven to 
eight more words per topic than the C and N groups (the second column; also see Figure 4.10). 
The X and T groups also referenced locations and provided explanations around twice as often as 
the C and N groups (the third and fourth columns; also see Figure 4.11). While there were no 
great differences between the X and C groups in terms of the average number of responses 
containing feasible suggestions, the T group provided, on average, one more comment with a 
feasible suggestion than did the N group. All of these results suggest that the standardized 
training increases the specificity of participants’ peer feedback. 
Table 4.8. Measures of specificity for each group. (See Figures 4.10 and 4.11 for graphs.) 
 









X (n=10) 21.99 (6.18) 5.40 (0.70) 5.20 (1.62) 1.60 (1.96) 
T (n=8) 19.26 (6.32) 5.13 (2.10) 4.75 (1.58) 2.38 (2.33) 
C (n=11) 13.50 (2.69) 3.55 (1.58) 2.73 (1.56) 1.36 (1.50) 
N (n=8) 12.75 (2.83) 3.25 (2.33) 2.00 (1.85) 0.38 (0.52) 
Note. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received 









Figure 4.10. Average words per topic used by each group. X = Received both trainings; T = 




Figure 4.11. Average number of responses containing locations, explanations, and feasible 
suggestions for each group. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized 

































Location Explanation Feasible Suggestions




In order to examine the overall effect of the standardized training program on the 
specificity of participants’ comments, means and standard deviations for all standardized training 
recipients versus non-recipients were compared (see Table 4.9, Figure 4.12, and Figure 4.13). 
These results show similar trends, with the XT group writing more words per topic and more 
responses that included locations and explanations. A slight increase in responses containing 
feasible suggestions is also seen for the XT group. 
Table 4.9. Measures of specificity for recipients vs. non-recipients of standardized training. (See 
Figures 4.12 and 4.13 for graphs.) 
 











20.78 (6.22) 5.28 (1.45) 5.00 (1.57) 1.94 (2.10) 
CN 
(n=19) 
13.18 (2.70) 3.42 (1.50) 2.42 (1.68) 0.95 (1.27) 
Note. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received 
only classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
 
 
Figure 4.12. Average words per topic used by recipients vs. non-recipients of standardized 
training. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received 
















Figure 4.13. Average number of responses containing locations, explanations, and feasible 
suggestions for recipients vs. non-recipients of standardized training. X = Received both 
trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received only classroom training; N = 
Received neither training. 
 
The overall effect of classroom training was also examined by comparing means and 
standard deviations for all recipients versus non-recipients of the classroom training (see Table 
4.10, Figure 4.14, and Figure 4.15). The results show very similar means for both groups on all 
measures of specificity, suggesting that the classroom training does not greatly improve the 
specificity of students’ comments. 
Table 4.10. Measures of specificity for recipients vs. non-recipients of classroom training. (See 
Figures 4.14 and 4.15 for graphs.) 
 











17.54 (6.30) 4.43 (1.54) 3.90 (2.00) 1.48 (1.69) 
TN 
(n=16) 
16.01 (5.80) 4.19 (2.01) 3.38 (2.19) 1.38 (1.93) 
Note. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received 
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Figure 4.14. Average words per topic used by recipients vs. non-recipients of classroom 
training. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received 
only classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
 
 
Figure 4.15. Average number of responses containing locations, explanations, and feasible 
suggestions for recipients vs. non-recipients of classroom training. X = Received both trainings; 
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4.3 How does the standardized online peer review training program influence the 
politeness of peer feedback? 
To answer this question, the means and standard deviations for the four overarching 
politeness categories were compared for each group (see Table 4.11 and Figure 4.16; for 
subcategory means and standard deviations, see Table I.3). These results showed that the X and 
T groups wrote more responses on average that included lexical mitigators, impersonal 
positioning strategies, and non-transparent intent than did the C and N groups. Therefore, the X 
and T groups were generally more polite. The results also show that the C group had the highest 
number of responses that included transparent intent and was therefore more impolite than the 
other groups in this respect. 













X (n=10) 7.70 (3.50) 8.10 (3.54) 4.00 (1.63) 4.10 (1.45) 
T (n=8) 8.88 (3.76) 8.00 (2.88) 4.25 (2.66) 3.88 (2.80) 
C (n=11) 4.91 (2.81) 3.27 (2.83) 1.73 (1.27) 5.36 (2.66) 
N (n=8) 4.00 (3.38) 1.75 (1.49) 0.75 (0.89) 4.50 (1.41) 
Note. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received 





Figure 4.16. Average number of lexical mitigators, impersonal positioning strategies, non-
transparent intent, and transparent intent used by each group measured at the response level. X 
= Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received only 
classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
 
A comparison of the means and standard deviations for all recipients versus non-
recipients of the standardized-training (see Table 4.12 and Figure 4.17) revealed that the 
standardized-trained group used more lexical mitigators, impersonal positioning strategies, and 
comments with non-transparent intent than the CN group. This suggests that the standardized 
training has a fairly large positive influence on the politeness of participants’ comments. 
However, there was not a great difference in the number of comments with transparent intent 
used by each group. This suggests that future peer review training might do well to focus not 
only on increasing students’ use of indirect structures, but also on decreasing their use of overly 



































Table 4.12. Measures of politeness for recipients vs. non-recipients of standardized training. 













XT (n=18) 8.22 (3.56) 8.06 (3.17) 4.11 (2.08) 4.00 (2.09) 
CN (n=19) 4.53 (3.01) 2.63 (2.43) 1.32 (1.20) 5.00 (2.21) 
Note. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received 
only classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
 
 
Figure 4.17. Average number of lexical mitigators, impersonal positioning strategies, non-
transparent intent, and transparent intent used by recipients vs. non-recipients of standardized 
training measured at the response level. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only 
standardized training; C = Received only classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
 
The overall effects of the classroom training were also examined by comparing the means 
and standard deviations for all classroom-trained participants to those of all non-classroom-
trained participants (Table 4.13). These results show negligible differences between groups. 
Therefore, while the standardized training made participants more polite, the classroom training 


























Table 4.13. Measures of politeness for recipients vs. non-recipients of classroom training. (See 













XC (n=21) 6.24 (3.39) 5.57 (3.97) 2.81 (1.83) 4.76 (2.21) 
TN (n=16) 6.44 (4.27) 4.88 (3.91) 2.50 (2.63) 4.19 (2.17) 
Note. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received 
only classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
 
 
Figure 4.18. Average number of lexical mitigators, impersonal positioning strategies, non-
transparent intent, and transparent intent used by recipients vs. non-recipients of classroom 
training measured at the response level. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only 
standardized training; C = Received only classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
 
4.4 What are students’ perceptions of their own feedback and what they have learned 
from doing peer review? 
To answer the first part of this question, the modes and medians of participants’ 
responses to the Likert-scale questions about their commenting practices from the background 
questionnaire were compared to their responses to an equivalent set of questions from the post-
review questionnaire. The decision to use median and mode was based on the ordinal nature of 



























and mode is a more reliable measure of central tendency when the distribution of the responses is 
not normal (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2018, pp. 726-727). These results are shown in Table 
4.14 (background-questionnaire) and Table 4.15 (post-review questionnaire).6 
Table 4.14. Responses to background questionnaire items 16a and 16d-16g: “When working 









about the order 








when I decide 
what to say  
[Suggestions] 
…write/talk 
about ways they 
could fix the 
things they did 











X (n=4) -- (2.50) -- (2.50) 5 (5.00) 5 (5.00) 3 (4.00) 
T (n=5) 4 (4.00) 2 (2.00) 4 (4.00) 5 (5.00) 4 (4.00) 
C (n=10) 4 (3.50) 3 (3.00) 4 (4.00) 5 (4.50) 4 (4.00) 
N (n=5) 1 (1.00) 4 (4.00) 3 (3.00) 4 (4.00) 5 (3.00) 
Note. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received only 
classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
 
Table 4.15. Responses to post-review questionnaire items 3c-3g: “I gave comments…” 
(1=Never; 5=Very Often). Color-coding indicates the change in the median and/or mode from 
compared to values from the background questionnaire (Green = Increase; Orange = Decrease; 







…on the order 

























X (n=4) 3 (3.00) 3 (3.00) -- (3.00) 4 (4.00) 5 (4.50) 
T (n=5) 3 (3.00) 2 (2.00) 3 (3.00) 4 (4.00) 5 (4.00) 
C (n=10) 3 (3.00) 2 (2.00) 4 (3.00) 4 (4.00) 4 (4.00) 
N (n=5) 2 (2.00) -- (3.00) 1 (1.00) 3 (4.00) 5 (4.00) 
Note. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received only 
classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
                                                 




It appears that, after reviewing the sample essay, all groups felt that they commented less 
on grammar, and most groups felt that they made more suggestions than they had in previous 
peer review activities. Both of these are desired outcomes of the standardized training and the 
classroom training. Unfortunately, all groups also felt that their comments were less polite than 
before. This could be due to participants’ having increased knowledge of how to give peer 
feedback post-training (research shows that more capable students are often harsher when self-
assessing, e.g., Blanche and Merino, 1989; cited in S. Ross, 1998). It could also be an indication 
that the participants’ perceptions related to their ability to give peer feedback are inaccurate, or 
that the questionnaire items for politeness were not well-developed. The data also reveal mixed 
results for students’ perceptions of their comments on ideas and organization, with some groups 
reporting a decrease in the amount of feedback that they give on these topics, and others 
reporting an increase or no change. Once again, this could indicate the problems with using self-
reported data or with the survey instrument itself. 
To answer the second half of this question, participants’ responses to Item 4 of the post-
review questionnaire were coded according to reported learning outcome. The most common 
learning outcomes reported by each group are shown in Table 4.16, with example responses from 
participants in those groups. These outcomes were, for groups T, C, and N, respectively: (1) 
realizing the benefits of learning from peers; (2) practicing objectivity and critical thinking; and 






Table 4.16. Most common learning outcomes reported in each group in response to post-review 
questionnaire Item 4: “What did you learn by reading and commenting on the sample essay?” 
 Most Common 
Learning 
Outcome 







By reading and commenting on the sample essay, I 
learned about the mistakes that the writer made, and I 
can use what I saw to avoid these mistakes when I am 
writing. 
I learned many new ideas that I did not see before and 







What a good instruction, body paragraphs and 
conclusion should be looked like. 







You need to be objective while going through 
someone's written work and while giving them 
feedback. 
By commenting on the sample essay I learned how to 
track the main supportive arguments and how the 






I learned about what a good introduction, thesis 
statement and conclusion should be.  
The TEA structure is helpful for reader to understand 
authors.  
Note. X = Received both trainings; T = Received only standardized training; C = Received only 
classroom training; N = Received neither training. 
 
At present, it is difficult to explain why each group varied in terms of the most common 
learning outcome reported by participants. However, the results show that participants in this 
study did feel that they learned something from reading and commenting on another student’s 
essay and that peer feedback activities can have a positive impact on students’ affect. It should 
be noted that, in addition to being the most common learning outcome for the T and N groups, 
“General writing principles” was the second-most common learning outcome reported by both 
the X group (30.00%) and the C group (27.27%). Therefore, it seems that students’ knowledge or 
understanding of writing may improve as a result of peer assessment as well, regardless of 
whether or what kind of training they have received, indicating that peer feedback does indeed 




CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 
This study is one of the first investigations into the effects of standardizing peer review 
training across classes in the same ESL writing program. While previous studies on peer review 
have provided training to students from multiple classes (e.g., McGroarty & Zhu, 1997; Rahimi, 
2013), they did not have an unstandardized set of training programs for comparison. Results 
from this study show that standardized peer review training is more effective at improving the 
quality of peer feedback than is unstandardized classroom training. This study also investigated 
the effectiveness of peer feedback as not just an assessment activity, but also a learning activity, 
embodying the full meaning of Assessment as Learning. The value of peer assessment for 
acquiring writing skills is demonstrated both by students’ commenting practices, which shows 
that the standardized peer review training encourages greater focus on content, and by students’ 
self-reported learning outcomes, which included, among others, a newfound understanding of 
and respect for the general writing principles that were discussed in their ESL writing courses. 
5.1 Research Question 1 
The first research question asked how the standardized peer review training program 
influenced students’ focus on content-related issues as compared to surface-level structural and 
lexicogrammatical issues when giving peer feedback. While all groups commented more on 
surface-level features, the results show that participants in the standardized training group 
commented more on content-related issues than did participants who had not received the 
standardized training. Conversely, there were no meaningful differences between participants 
who received the unstandardized classroom training and those who did not. This suggests that 




than they were previously inclined to do, while the classroom training has little effect on the 
focus of students’ comments. 
5.2 Research Question 2 
The second research question asked how the standardized training program influenced 
the level of specificity that students provided in their feedback. Results showed that participants 
who received standardized training provided comments that were more specific according to all 
four measures, including words per topic and provision of locations, explanations, and feasible 
suggestions, than participants who did not. Participants who received the classroom training, 
meanwhile, did not provide much more specific comments than participants who did not. This 
suggests that the standardized training increases the specificity of students’ comments, while the 
classroom training does not. 
5.3 Research Question 3 
The third research question asked how the standard training program influenced students’ 
use of politeness strategies in their comments. As with the previous two research questions, 
results showed that participants who received the standardized training used more lexical 
mitigators, impersonal positioning strategies, and non-transparent intent in their comments than 
did participants who had not received the standardized training. The standardized training did not 
seem to have an effect on participants’ use of impolite transparent intent. Thus, it may be 
beneficial to provide instruction on the need to reduce these overly direct comment features in 
future standardized training programs. Comparisons of means for participants who received the 
classroom training and those who did not, however, did not reveal any differences between 
groups, suggesting that the classroom training does not have any great effect on the politeness of 




5.4 Research Question 4 
The fourth research question asked how students viewed their own feedback practices 
and what they felt they had learned through giving peer feedback. Results hinted at some positive 
effects of participating in peer review, such as less focus on grammar and provision of more 
suggestions, but a more thorough investigation is needed to verify this. Analysis for the second 
half of this question revealed more promising findings. When asked to report what they had 
learned by giving peer feedback during the study, participants acknowledged the benefits of 
working with others, the need for objectivity and critical thinking skills when giving peer 
feedback, and a better understanding of general writing principles. 
5.5 Implications 
These results have three main implications for writing assessment and instruction. The 
first is that ESL writing programs would benefit from implementing standardized peer review 
training programs across classrooms and instructors, as it has been shown to have stronger 
positive influences on students’ feedback in terms of focus, specificity, and politeness. 
Standardized training of raters in testing contexts (in which all raters receive similar training, are 
led to focus on the same rating criteria, and are provided with benchmark essays) has benefits of 
ensuring rater reliability and assessment validity. Standardized peer review training possesses the 
same characteristics as rater training: (1) it provides all students, whether enrolled in online or 
face-to-face sections, the same training; (2) leads them to focus on the same features of writing 
(e.g., global versus local, content versus form); (3) and provides benchmarks for what constitutes 
acceptable versus unacceptable feedback in the form of sample comments. As the findings of this 
study demonstrate, peer review training can have the same benefits of increasing the reliability 




the standardized training program used in this study can be easily adapted to other ESL and EFL 
programs that have a focus on research-based writing and can serve as a model for developing 
similar training programs for writing programs in other contexts, allowing these writing 
programs to transition smoothly to having standardized peer review training in all classes. 
This study also supports the effectiveness of peer assessment as an Assessment as 
Learning procedure. After completing the standardized training, participants started to transition 
from a primarily surface-level focus in their comments to a more balanced approach, including 
an increased number of content-related comments. By paying more attention to the quality of 
argumentation in this way, students are likely to gain deeper knowledge of the genre. This 
increased understanding of the genre helps students to develop as writers as well, as seen in the 
learning outcomes that students themselves reported. 
Although the purpose of this study was to focus on peer assessment practices, it can also 
shed light on writing instruction in general. The findings of this study suggest the need for ESL 
writing programs at U.S. universities to place greater emphasis on the content-related features of 
genre in both assessment and instruction. Although the focuses of students’ peer feedback are not 
necessarily the same as the focuses of classroom instruction and instructor feedback, students’ 
greater attention to surface-level rhetorical features is a reflection of the impressions they have 
gotten from instruction and assessment about what writing is. Therefore, it is hoped that this 
study will prompt further discussions regarding the interdependence of form and content in 
writing instruction and the conceptualization of “form” as referring not only to 
lexicogrammatical and mechanical errors, but also to broader surface-level features such as 




easy part, and insufficient on its own” (p. 11-12). Therefore, increasing students’ understanding 





CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 
This study compared the effects of a standardized, online peer review training program 
on the quality of students’ peer feedback comments to those of traditional, unstandardized 
classroom peer review training. The standardized training followed best practices of rater 
training from testing contexts (i.e., focusing reviewers’ attention on specific criteria and 
providing them with benchmark examples). It was found that the standardized training increased 
the number of comments that focused on content-related rather than surface-level features, as 
well as the specificity and politeness of students’ comments. The classroom training, in contrast, 
had little or no effect on these features. This study also investigated how students perceived their 
own feedback before and after receiving training, and what they felt they had learned from 
giving peer feedback. Results for the former were inconclusive, while results for the latter found 
that students felt that engaging in peer review showed them the benefits of collaborating with 
others, improved their objectivity and critical thinking, and reinforced their understanding of 
general writing principles. These findings show that standardization of peer review training 
across all classes in an ESL writing program has greater benefits for students than does 
unstandardized training and that peer assessment is valuable not only for assessment but also for 
students’ learning and writing development. They also suggest that university-level ESL writing 
programs in the United States can benefit from adopting a stronger focus on content-related 
issues than on surface-level rhetorical features in both assessment and instruction in order to 





APPENDIX A:  INSTRUCTOR SURVEY 
Thank you for participating in this survey. It should take about 15-20 minutes to complete. 
 
Teaching Experience 
1. Are you a TA or a lecturer? 
o TA 
o Lecturer 
2. How many semesters of ESL Writing have you taught at UIUC total?  
3. How many of these semesters were taught in the summer?  
4. How many of these semesters were taught online?  
5. Were there any semesters in which you did not do peer review? If yes, how many? If no, 
please enter “0.”  
6. How much experience do you have teaching graduate vs. undergraduate-level ESL 
writing courses? 
o More experience with grads 
o More experience with undergrads 
o Roughly equal experience with both  
7. How many years of teaching experience do you have outside of the ESL Writing 
Program? _______ 
8. Please complete the table below with all of your teaching experiences outside of the ESL 
Writing Program. An experience is considered any length of time teaching the same 
subject at the same location. For example, if you taught English and Spanish for 1 year at 
a high school in Illinois and then Spanish for 2 years at a high school in Indiana, you 
would enter these as 3 separate experiences (English in Illinois, Spanish in Illinois, 
Spanish in Indiana) 

























from the list) 




(choose from the 
list) 
• ESL 
• Other Foreign 
Language 














9. If you chose “Other” for any of the options above, please specify: 
 
The remaining questions refer to your experience both in and outside of the ESL Writing 





Approach to Peer Review Training 
Peer review training is any instruction or activities that are used to help guide or improve the 
peer feedback that students give to each other. Providing worksheets and checklists alone are 
not considered peer review training. 
 
10. Do you train students in how to give peer feedback? 
o Yes 
o No 
11. How do you complete the training? 
o In class 
o Outside of class 
12. In relation to the first peer feedback session, when do you complete the training? 
o On the same day 
o The class before 
o The week before 
o Earlier 
13. How often do you provide peer feedback training during the course? 
o One time only 
o Multiple times 
14. How much time total do you usually spend training students for peer review? 
o Less than 30 minutes 
o 30 minutes to 1 hour 
o 1 to 3 hours 
o 3 to 5 hours 
o More than 5 hours 
15. Please answer the following questions about the components of peer review training. 
 Do you think this 
procedure should be 
included in peer 
review training? 
Have you used this 
procedure before? 
Walking through a sample essay or passage and 
commenting as you go. 
Yes     No Yes     No 
Providing examples of good comments and bad 
comments 
Yes     No Yes     No 
Having students practice giving comments on a sample 
essay or passage 
Yes     No Yes     No 
Discussing the reason why peer review is used in class Yes     No Yes     No 
Discussing potential benefits of peer review Yes     No Yes     No 
Providing instruction in how to comment politely Yes     No Yes     No 
Providing instruction in how to make comments more 
specific or detailed 
Yes     No Yes     No 
Providing instruction in how to provide feedback on 
grammar 
Yes     No Yes     No 
Providing instruction in how to provide feedback on 
content and/or organization 




16. Please choose the three training procedures that you think are most important for training. 
(1) refers to the procedure that you feel is the most important. 
___ Walking through a sample essay or passage and commenting as you go. 
___ Providing examples of good comments and bad comments 
___ Having students practice giving comments on a sample essay or passage 
___ Discussing the reason why peer review is used in class 
___ Discussing potential benefits of peer review 
___ Providing instruction in how to comment politely 
___ Providing instruction in how to make comments more specific or detailed 
___ Providing instruction in how to provide feedback on grammar 
___ Providing instruction in how to provide feedback on content and/or organization 
17. Please explain the choices that you made in question 16 above. 
 
18. Are there any other procedures that you think should be included in peer review training? 
 
19. Do you have any additional comments that you would like to make about peer review 
training? 
 
Peer Review Procedure 




21. I prefer to have students complete peer feedback activities… 
o In class 
o As homework 
o As conferences outside of class 
22. What kind of peer feedback do you prefer to have students give? 
o Written 
o Oral / Face-to-face 
o Written then Oral 
o Oral then Written 
o Online discussion (forum - asynchronous) 
o Online discussion (chat - synchronous) 
o A combination (please specify): ____________ 
o Other: ______________ 
23. Which of the following peer review activities do you prefer to use?  
o Reviewer/s summarize/s the overall strengths and weaknesses of the Writer’s 
assignment 
o Reviewer/s complete/s a checklist of desirable characteristics of the writing 
assignment (e.g., both stance and preview included in thesis statement) 




o Reviewer/s make/s comments in the margins and/or highlight parts of the 
assignment as they read 
o Writer reads their assignment aloud and Reviewer/s respond/s 
o A combination (please specify): _________ 
o Other: _____________ 
24. Why do you prefer to use this particular activity? 
 
25. Would you be willing to share any of the materials that you have used for peer review 
training for use in this study? 
o Yes (if so, the researcher will contact you) 
o No 
Evaluating Students’ Comments 
26. Have you ever monitored the quality of reviewers’ comments? If so, how?  
 
 
27. Have you ever provided feedback to students on the quality of their comments? If so, 
how? 
 
28. Have you ever counted peer feedback as part of students’ grade? If so, how did you 
evaluate it? What portion of the course/assignment grade was the feedback worth? When 
and why did you deduct points from students’ peer feedback grades? 
 
Impressions of Peer Review and Peer Review Training 
29. Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements: 
It is important to train students in 
how to give peer feedback 
Strongly Somewhat Neither agree Somewhat Strongly 
disagree disagree nor disagree agree agree 
It is important for students to 
participate in peer review activities 
Strongly Somewhat Neither agree Somewhat Strongly 
disagree disagree nor disagree agree agree 
The feedback my students give to 
each other is usually helpful 
Strongly Somewhat Neither agree Somewhat Strongly 
disagree disagree nor disagree agree agree 
The feedback my students give to 
each other is usually accurate 
Strongly Somewhat Neither agree Somewhat Strongly 
disagree disagree nor disagree agree agree 
The feedback my students give to 
each other is usually polite 
Strongly Somewhat Neither agree Somewhat Strongly 
disagree disagree nor disagree agree agree 
Peer review training is not really 
necessary 
Strongly Somewhat Neither agree Somewhat Strongly 
disagree disagree nor disagree agree agree 
 
30. Please comment on why you agree/disagree with the above statements. 
 
31. Do you have any other comments about conducting peer review or peer review training 




APPENDIX B:  STUDENT BACKGROUND QUESTIONNAIRE 
1. What is your year of birth?  
2. What is your gender?  
3. What is your year in school? (e.g., 1st year undergraduate, 2nd year master’s, 4th year Ph.D.)  
4. What is your major / program of study? 
5. What is your native language / mother tongue? 
6. How long have you been studying English (in years)?  
7. When did you arrive in the United States? (provide month and year) 
8. How much time have you spent in other English-speaking countries (in years)?  
9. *What other languages can you… 
 Speak: __________________ 
 Read: __________________ 
 Write: __________________ 
 Understand: __________________ 
10. *How would you rate your… 
knowledge of English? Poor   1   2   3   4   5   Excellent 
writing skills in English? Poor   1   2   3   4   5   Excellent 
writing skills in your native language? Poor   1   2   3   4   5   Excellent 
  
11. Please share the scores that you received on the TOEFL / IELTS. 
 TOEFL IELTS 
Reading   
Listening   
Speaking   
Writing   
Overall   
 
12. Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements 
I enjoy writing in English Strongly Disagree   1   2   3   4   5   Strongly Agree 
I enjoy writing in my native language Strongly Disagree   1   2   3   4   5   Strongly Agree 
 
13. Have you ever… 
 Yes/No How often? 
had to write multiple drafts of a writing 
assignment? 
Yes   No Very Rarely   1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
worked with a friend or classmate improve 
one of their writing assignments? 
Yes   No Very Rarely   1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
worked with a friend or classmate to improve 
one of your writing assignments?  





If student said yes to Item 12a: 
 
14. Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements about 
writing multiple drafts of an assignment: 
I like having the opportunity to revise my 
writing assignments before submitting the 
final version 
Strongly Disagree   1   2   3   4   5   Strongly Agree 
I enjoy revising my writing assignments Strongly Disagree   1   2   3   4   5   Strongly Agree 
Revising my writing assignments helps me 
learn how to write better 
Strongly Disagree   1   2   3   4   5   Strongly Agree 
 
If student said yes to Item 12b: 
Please answer the following questions about helping a friend/classmate with one 
of their writing assignments: 
 
15. Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements 
I enjoy working with friends/classmates 
improve their writing assignments 
Strongly Disagree   1   2   3   4   5   Strongly Agree 
I can give useful advice to 
friends/classmates about how to improve 
their writing assignments 
Strongly Disagree   1   2   3   4   5   Strongly Agree 
Working with friends/classmates to 
improve their writing assignment has made 
me a better writer 
Strongly Disagree   1   2   3   4   5   Strongly Agree 
 
16. When working with friends/classmates to improve their writing assignments, I… 
Consider their feelings when I decide 
what to say 
Yes   No Very Rarely   1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
Write/ talk about things they did well Yes   No Very Rarely   1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
Write/ talk about things they did not 
do well 
Yes   No Very Rarely   1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
Write/ talk about ways they could fix 
the things they did not do well 
Yes   No Very Rarely   1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
Write/ talk about their grammar Yes   No Very Rarely   1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
Write/ talk about their ideas Yes   No Very Rarely   1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
Write/ talk about the order of their 
ideas 
Yes   No Very Rarely   1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
Write/ talk about other aspects of their 
writing (please list): 
_______________ 
Yes   No Very Rarely   1   2   3   4   5   Very Often 
 
If student said yes to Item 12c: 
 
Please answer the following questions about getting help from a friend/classmate on one 




17. Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements. 
Getting help from friends/classmates has 
made my writing assignments better 
Strongly Disagree   1   2   3   4   5   Strongly Agree 
Getting help from friends/classmates has 
made me a better writer 
Strongly Disagree   1   2   3   4   5   Strongly Agree 
 
18. When getting help on one of my writing assignments, I like it when my friends/classmates 
talk about... (check all that apply) 
◻ Things I did well 
◻ Things I did not do well 
◻ Ways I could fix the things I did not do well 
◻ My grammar 
◻ My ideas 
◻ The order of my ideas 



































APPENDIX C:  COMMENT ELICITATION WORKSHEET 
Peer Review Task 
Argumentative Essay Prompt: 
It is not uncommon for international students to come to the United States to attend college or 
university. In recent years, however, there has been an increase in international students who come to 
the U.S. earlier, to study abroad at primary or secondary schools. Many of these students are between 
13 and 17 years old. Based on the evidence provided in the article and lecture, should parents send their 
children to study abroad? 
 
Instructions: 
Read the essay once to understand its meaning. Then, read it again and make comments using this 
worksheet. Remember to comment on both strengths and weaknesses. Make additional comments on 
the essay itself if you want. If you need more space to write, ask the researcher for extra paper. 
 







2. Comment on the essay’s introduction. Keep in mind that a good introduction includes a hook that 







3. Comment on the essay’s thesis statement. Keep in mind that a good thesis statement should include 







4. Comment on the structure of the essay’s body paragraphs. Keep in mind that a good paragraph will 
be about a single idea, and will have a clear topic sentence, evidence to support the topic sentence, 










5. Comment on the evidence that the writer used in their body paragraphs. Is the evidence relevant to 











6. Comment on the essay’s conclusion. Keep in mind that a good conclusion includes a restated thesis 



































APPENDIX D:  ESSAY USED FOR COMMENT ELICITATION 
 These years, studying abroad has become a normal phenomenon. However, triggered by 
those parents who hope their children to get better education and a better career, a growing 
number of young students, mostly between the ages of 13 and 17 years old, has been sent to 
United States for primary or secondary school since 2000. Nevertheless, it is too subjective that 
young children will grow up more healthier and happier abroad than in their homeland, and 
sometimes studying abroad at an early age will be an irrevocable mistake for both parents and 
students. 
 First of all, staying in an English speaking country does not mean these children can learn 
English well. One of the factors that more young children are rushed to school abroad to learn 
English is that most parents believe children can learn language faster than adults, but there are 
lots of drawbacks at the same time. These children will face a totally different management 
system in the new school, with less pressure for tests, more freedom and so on. However, most 
of them have no ability in controlling themselves and their time and may lost in video games or 
get some horrible temptations. Besides, those children who have trouble in communicating with 
others in English will be limited in a small community circle with others who speak the same 
language instead of making foreign friends and learning other cultures. 
 Then, young children will be easier to get vulnerable when study abroad. Not all the 
children will easily fit in an unfamiliar environment. For those who are fragile, living in such 
circumstance without company and encouragement by parents may drive them crazy, make them 
sink in a depression and even destroy their lives. In addition, a long-term fail in fitting in local 
lifestyle may give these children a sense of inferiority. These will be a hard time for them to pass 




 Moreover, studying abroad will be a financial burden on a family. According to statistics, 
parents need to pay over 20000 dollars for their children including the living expenses and 
tuition. It will be a great amount of money for middle-class families if the children get from 
elementary education to college education abroad. Besides, without surveillance by parents, 
some children may prefer to buy something over capacity to pay just for fun or vanity. And 
parents always want children safe and sound, and compensate them more money as a kind of 
way to show love and guilty as parents, thus becoming a vicious circle. Someday the fire 
between parents and children will be ignited because of lack of communication and 
understanding. There will always be a rift between the two generations. 
 In my opinion, attending primary or secondary education abroad without company by 
parents is too early for young children. They need love from both parents and comfortable 
environment to grow up better. I think they can choose to go to universities abroad to both learn 















APPENDIX E:  POST-REVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 
1. In your opinion, what is the most important thing that you learned about peer review 
today? 
 
2. Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements: 
I enjoyed giving peer feedback on the 
essay 
Strongly Disagree   1   2   3   4   5   Strongly Agree 
I felt confident making comments on 
the sample essay  
Strongly Disagree   1   2   3   4   5   Strongly Agree 
3. Please answer the following questions about the comments that you made on the sample 
essay: 
I gave comments about the strengths of 
the sample essay 
Never / Rarely / Sometimes / Often / Very Often 
I gave comments about the weaknesses 
of the sample essay 
Never / Rarely / Sometimes / Often / Very Often 
I gave comments that were polite Never / Rarely / Sometimes / Often / Very Often 
I gave comments that suggested 
improvements to the sample essay 
Never / Rarely / Sometimes / Often / Very Often 
I commented on the author’s grammar Never / Rarely / Sometimes / Often / Very Often 
I commented on the author’s ideas Never / Rarely / Sometimes / Often / Very Often 
I commented on the order of the 
author’s ideas 
Never / Rarely / Sometimes / Often / Very Often 
I commented on other aspects of the 
author’s writing (please list): 
_______________________ 
 
Never / Rarely / Sometimes / Often / Very Often 
4. What did you learn by reading and commenting on the sample essay? 
 
5. How did you feel about the feedback that you gave on the sample essay?  
 
6. What would help you feel more confident or comfortable if you had to give feedback on 





APPENDIX F:  STANDARDIZED TRAINING PROGRAM MATERIALS 
The supplementary website https://elathamacademic.wixsite.com/esl-pr-training houses the 
materials used in the standardized training program so that future researchers and instructors may 
use them. Included on the website are links to the peer review training videos, activity handouts 
for students, and an editable version of the PowerPoint used in the videos for instructors who 






References Used to Create the Training Program: 
Kamimura, T. (2006). Effects of peer feedback on EFL student writers at different levels of 
English proficiency: A Japanese context. TESL Canada Journal, 23(2), 12–39. Retrieved 
from http://www.teslcanadajournal.ca/index.php/tesl/article/view/53 
Peer Feedback Expressions and Strategies [Handout] (n.d.). Champaign-Urbana: University of 
Illinois Intensive English Institute 
Sims, L. (2016). Peer review [Lesson plan]. ESL 515 TA Resources. Champaign-Urbana: 
University of Illinois ESL Writing Program. 
Tschopp Huang, J. (2011). Peer review training [Lesson plan]. ESL 111 Instructor Resources. 
Champaign-Urbana: University of Illinois ESL Writing Program. 
Tschopp Huang, J. (2011). Peer review training [Lesson plan]. ESL 115 Instructor Resources. 




APPENDIX G:  STANDARDIZED TRAINING REVIEW SHEET 
Notes from peer review training session 
1. Effective feedback is specific, helpful, and polite. 
2. Specific comments say which part of the writing you are talking about and what the 
strength/weakness is that you are talking about. 
• You can use quoting, underlining, highlighting, circling, arrows, or 
page/paragraph/sentence/line numbers to show which part of the writing you are talking 
about. 
3. Helpful comments give concrete suggestions for revision while still giving the writer 
freedom. 
• Expressions for giving suggestions: 
How about... How about adding 1 or 2 more examples to support your point? 
You might try [verb]-ing / 
You could try [verb]-ing… 
You might try using some more concrete examples. Have you 
found any facts or statistics in your sources? 
Maybe you could… [verb] Maybe you could include a different example.  
Maybe try [verb]-ing Maybe try taking a little more time to define this term to make 
sure the reader understands 
You might want to try / consider / 
think about / avoid [verb]-ing… 
You might want to avoid using the expression “In my opinion.” 
It might be a good idea to [verb] It might be a good idea to make your thesis statement more 
concrete. 
It might be better if you [verb] I think it might be better if your thesis statement were a little 
more parallel. 
4. Polite comments use helping verbs, avoid strong language when commenting on weaknesses, 
and are presented as the reviewer’s opinions rather than facts. 
• The most common helping verbs for politeness are might, could, and may. 
• Phrases to help you avoid using strong language include: sometimes, it seems, a little 
(bit), sort of, kind of, and not really. 
• Expressions to present comments as opinions: 
I think I think your conclusion ended a little bit suddenly.  
I’m not sure I'm not sure this word really makes sense here. This word means …, so a different word like 
… might be clearer. 
Maybe Maybe you could add 1 or 2 more general sentences about why this issue is important. 
for me This sentence was a little hard for me to understand. What do you mean by ...? 
to me I really like the hook that you used in your introduction, but to me it feels like you might 
have more background information than you need. 
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Figure H.1. Distribution of individual group responses to background questionnaire Item 12b: “Have you ever worked with a friend 
or classmate to improve one of their writing assignments?” (Yes/No); “How often?” (0=Responded “no” to previous question, 1 = 
Very Rarely, 5=Very Often). X = Received both trainings / T = Received only standardized training / C = Received only classroom 















































Figure H.2. Distribution of combined group responses to background questionnaire Item 12b: “Have you ever worked with a friend 
or classmate to improve one of their writing assignments?” (Yes/No); “How often?” (0=Responded “no” to previous question, 1 = 
Very Rarely, 5=Very Often). X = Received both trainings / T = Received only standardized training / C = Received only classroom 















































Figure H.3. Distribution of individual group responses to background questionnaire items 16a and 16d-16g: “When working with 
friends/classmates to improve their writing assignments, I [gave comments about / that were]…” (1=Never or Very Rarely; 5 = Very 
Often). X = Received both trainings / T = Received only standardized training / C = Received only classroom training / N = Received 
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Figure H.4. Distribution of individual group responses to post-review questionnaire items 3c-3g: “I gave comments [about/that 
were]…” (1=Never; 5=Very Often). X = Received both trainings / T = Received only standardized training / C = Received only 
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APPENDIX I:  SUPPLEMENTARY TABLES 













Essay as a whole 1.10 (0.74) 1.75 (1.83) 0.73 (0.65) 1.13 (1.13) 
Quality of evidence 1.60 (0.97) 1.88 (0.64) 1.82 (0.87) 1.50 (0.76) 
Quality of 
explanation 
1.60 (1.07) 1.13 (0.83) 0.91 (0.83) 0.75 (1.16) 




& Thesis statement 
4.30 (0.82) 3.63 (1.06) 4.82 (1.08) 3.63 (1.30) 
Topic sentence & 
Closing sentence 
1.60 (1.07) 0.50 (0.53) 1.18 (0.60) 0.75 (0.46) 
Presence of evidence 1.30 (0.82) 1.25 (1.16) 1.45 (1.04) 0.50 (0.53) 
Presence of 
explanation 
0.80 (1.03) 0.38 (0.52) 0.91 (0.94) 0.63 (0.52) 
Single idea in body 
paragraph 
0.40 (0.70) 1.00 (0.93) 0.82 (0.98) 0.63 (0.92) 
Conclusion structure 2.80 (0.42) 1.88 (0.83) 2.18 (1.17) 1.50 (1.31) 
Language 1.50 (1.43) 2.00 (1.77) 1.27 (0.90) 1.38 (1.41) 
Academic style / 
Formality 
0.40 (0.84) 0.25 (0.46) 0.45 (0.52) 0.13 (0.35) 
Citation of sources 0.20 (0.42) 0.00 (0.00) 0.64 (1.03) 0.13 (0.35) 
X = Received both trainings / T = Received only standardized training / C = Received only 



















Essay as a whole 1.39 (1.33) 0.89 (0.88) 0.90 (0.70) 1.44 (1.50) 
Quality of evidence 1.72 (0.83) 1.68 (0.82) 1.71 (0.90) 1.69 (0.70) 
Quality of 
explanation 
1.39 (0.98) 0.84 (0.96) 1.24 (1.00) 0.94 (1.00) 




& Thesis statement 
4.00 (0.97) 4.32 (1.29) 4.57 (0.98) 3.63 (1.15) 
Topic sentence & 
Closing sentence 
1.11 (1.02) 1.00 (0.58) 1.38 (0.86) 0.63 (0.50) 
Presence of evidence 1.28 (0.96) 1.05 (0.97) 1.38 (0.92) 0.88 (0.96) 
Presence of 
explanation 
0.61 (0.85) 0.79 (0.79) 0.86 (0.96) 0.50 (0.52) 
Single idea in body 
paragraph 
0.67 (0.84) 0.74 (0.93) 0.62 (0.86) 0.81 (0.91) 
Conclusion structure 2.39 (0.78) 1.89 (1.24) 2.48 (0.93) 1.69 (1.08) 
Language 1.72 (1.56) 1.32 (1.11) 1.38 (1.24) 1.69 (1.58) 
Academic style / 
Formality 
0.33 (0.69) 0.32 (0.48) 0.43 (1.11) 0.19 (0.40) 
Citation of sources 0.11 (0.32) 0.42 (0.84) 0.43 (0.48) 0.06 (0.25) 
X = Received both trainings / T = Received only standardized training / C = Received only 



















Modals 3.10 (1.60) 3.63 (2.20) 1.64 (1.43) 1.25 (0.89) 
Imprecise Quantifiers 3.10 (1.97) 2.63 (1.06) 2.00 (1.18) 1.63 (1.19) 
Indirect Verbs 0.20 (0.42) 1.25 (1.58) 0.36 (0.67) 0.38 (1.06) 
Maybe 1.00 (1.25) 0.63 (1.41) 0.27 (0.65) 0.50 (1.07) 




Opinion 3.50 (2.22) 3.75 (1.39) 1.18 (2.04) 0.75 (1.49) 
Reader 1.20 (1.14) 1.50 (1.20) 0.45 (0.69) 0.25 (0.46) 
Minor Flaw 3.00 (1.56) 2.75 (1.83) 1.55 (1.63) 0.63 (0.52) 
General Rules 0.40 (0.70) 0.00 (0.00) 0.09 (0.30) 0.13 (0.35) 
Transparent / 
Polite 
Question 0.90 (1.20) 0.63 (1.41) 0.09 (0.30) 0.00 (0.00) 




Obligation 0.60 (0.52) 0.88 (1.13) 1.27 (1.19) 0.50 (1.07) 
Command/Correction 0.10 (0.32) 0.25 (0.46) 0.91 (1.76) 0.38 (0.52) 
Negative Evaluation 3.40 (1.43) 2.75 (1.67) 3.18 (1.94) 3.63 (1.06) 
X = Received both trainings / T = Received only standardized training / C = Received only 



















Modals 3.33 (1.85) 1.47 (1.22) 2.33 (1.65) 2.44 (2.03) 
Imprecise Quantifiers 2.89 (1.60) 1.84 (1.17) 2.52 (1.66) 2.13 (1.20) 
Indirect Verbs 0.67 (1.19) 0.37 (0.83) 0.29 (0.56) 0.81 (1.38) 
Maybe 0.83 (1.29) 0.37 (0.83) 0.62 (1.02) 0.56 (1.21) 




Opinion 3.61 (1.85) 1.00 (1.80) 2.29 (2.39) 2.25 (2.08) 
Reader 1.33 (1.14) 0.37 (0.60) 0.81 (0.98) 0.88 (1.09) 
Minor Flaw 2.89 (1.64) 1.16 (1.34) 2.24 (1.73) 1.69 (1.70) 
General Rules 0.22 (0.55) 0.11 (0.32) 0.24 (0.54) 0.06 (0.25) 
Transparent / 
Polite 
Question 0.78 (1.26) 0.05 (0.23) 0.48 (0.93) 0.31 (1.01) 




Obligation 0.72 (0.83) 0.95 (1.18) 0.95 (0.97) 0.69 (1.08) 
Command/Correction 0.17 (0.38) 0.68 (1.38) 0.52 (1.33) 0.31 (0.48) 
Negative Evaluation 3.11 (1.53) 3.37 (1.61) 3.29 (1.68) 3.19 (1.42) 
X = Received both trainings / T = Received only standardized training / C = Received only 
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